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City and Memory

Olga Sezneva
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If the memorial is indeed a sculpture established to remind of a person or an event (as the Oxford dictionary tells
us), then General Robert Lee is in trouble. The memory of his deeds is now forever overshadowed by that of the
death of a young woman, Heather Heyer, who was killed in Charlottesville, VA, USA in the summer of 2017 when

a protest turned violent. The General's trouble has not started there, however. He, as well as a half-a-dozen of
other Confederate figures, fell under public scrutiny earlier, in 2015; their statues were taken down in cities like
New Orleans, LA, Gainesville or Jacksonville, FL, The tide of critical examination of the Confederate memorials then
moved north and widened, reaching the city of New York and bringing its own statuary to question. Monuments
threatened with removal included the equestrian statue of President Theodore Roosevelt outside the Museum of
Natural History and the statue of the gynecologist J. Marion Sims on Fifth Avenue and 103rd Street, in addition to
the memorial of Christopher Columbus at the southwest corner of Central Park. It has been now remembered that
Roosevelt advocated eugenics and Sims gained his reputation as a pioneering gynaecologist by performing medi-
cal experiments on black women in the South without the use of anaesthesia’, while the discoveries of Columbus
led to the extermination of indigenous people.

On the other side of the globe, near Baltic shore, in 2007, half of the population of a city rebelled when plans were
made to remove a memorial, making monuments a popular object of public contention. The city was Tallinn and
the memorial called the Bronze Soldier was erected prominently in the city center half-a-century earlier. The me-
morial was different from that to General Lee. It did not commemorate any concrete individual, but represented a
nation, and specifically, its military force: the Soviet. Still, it stirred controversy decades after it was constructed for a
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Memorial for Heather Heyer on 4th Street SE in Robert Edward Lee Sculpture in Charlottesville,
Charlottesville, Virginia, USA Virginia, USA
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similar reason: societal mores and international politics have changed. With the decomposition of the communist
block and Estonia choosing the route of membership in the European Union and the NATO, the soldier stood to
represent the Soviet and the Russian occupation. The ethnic Estonian majority wanted it to be removed. The ethnic
Russian minority — nearly half of it not carrying Estonian citizenship but a mere residency - resisted. To them, the
removal of the monument signalled their own erasure from history. They rioted leaving behind one dead, launched
cyberattacks on Estonian businesses, and eventually forced a compromise: the memorial was not demolished but
moved from the center to the city's more venerated cemetery.

Violence has not always been part of the memorials'lives. Most of the time they stood as mere decorative addi-
tions to townscapes hardly noticed by all but birds, entering public lives of communities at rare moments of official
celebrations. In that, they were not an exception: most memorials do that. No piece of marble or wrought iron
contains history in itself; for a memorial to possess a mnemonic power, it needs to be inserted in a web of current
relationships, contemporary political processes, and enter a dialogue with other cultural symbols.

However, where does this all have to do with the city? Cities provide the material, the space and the expertise with
which such memories are made. Richard Sennett once wrote that, “..you identify with a space in order to identify
with another human being"?, and cities are filled with such spaces. They are physical terrains in which cultural
memory is embedded — or even better, where the “stuff” of life is archived. This is most evident in the names that
streets and places bear, but it is not all. The presence of the past is visible in the architecture and the street layourt,
the offices and the shops, the bars and the cafes, and even the greenery. But which history? In the body of the
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famous Paris monument, Basilique du Sacré-Ceeur, is written an entire history of class struggle, the French Repub-
licanism and of the Paris Commune? Its long coming to existence, as much as its awkward shape reflects a long
century of oppression and resistance, the maturing of capitalism and nationalistic pride. Another example is Palast
der Republik in Berlin, which had to be demolished in the early 2000s to give way to a replica of Hohenzollern
Palace, all because of the shape and the feel of the building, and the colour of the concrete of which it was made.*
And in the Russian city of Kaliningrad which nowadays belongs to Russia, trees that survived WWIl and the Soviet-
period reorganization stand to be living witnesses of the German Kénigsberg, a non-existent city that Kalinin-
grad once was.’ This last example brings to mind the distinction made by Alois Riegl a century ago between the
intentional and unintentional monuments: some sites, buildings and even their traces turn into memory topoi by
the will of a society, not intentions of their designers.® Truly anything may become imbued with mnemonic power.
Urville, Azeville and Biville, small communities in Normandy, became internationally known when ruins of the WWII
defence lines attracted photography artists Jane Wilson and Louise Wilson. The way a letter (a piece of paper), a
picture (a drawing, a photograph, a digital file), and a dry rose together summon and contain a history of an affair,
a ruin, a trace, may be vectors to history.

The city throws up its own mnemonic effect, as literary creations from Walter Benjamin's “Moscow Diary’, to Stratis
Tsirkas' trilogy “Drifting Cities, to the recent Teju Cole’s "Open City”, poignantly show. The city has its own way of
connecting cultures, generations, technologies, the domains that are human and nonhuman, even spectral. The

infamous Hungry Ghost festival in Singapore is one example of the latter. In its course, paper money, paper houses,
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Hohenzollern Palace in Berlin, 1950 Palace of the Republic, Berlin, before the demolition
in 2008
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even paper BMWs are burnt on sidewalk curbs, street corners, parking garages and food courts in the areas, which
until the urban renewal of 1990s were burial sites for the city’s Chinese community. To tame the dead, the living
continue to bring offerings. As darkness falls, “a second map, a ghostly historical topography, appears on top of
the familiar one, a radical disjuncture of memory and topography... within the hyper-controlled surfaces of the
contemporary city"”. This s “the city as an archive” metaphor, which works well because so much of the city's built
environment captures the minutia of life in its embodied form, circulating as a source of historical imagination.

It is an assemblage of artefacts, sedimented patterns of activities and practices embedded in its fabric and even
its ground, as signs and representations, as a collection and a record of the past that continues to resonate in the
present. It is another method of filing and preserving.

The spectral presences of Singapore bring out something else which is important. Here, not only of cataloging,
we may also speak of different ways in which memory (and amnesia) are “done’, in which what are transmitted are
not only thoughts and facts, but also experiences and emotions, and in which different beings are summoned in
the processes of evoking the past. This leads to a different kind of consideration: each space has different ways of
showing, articulating or silencing the past. A street, a sidewalk, a pavement — the elements of a typical urban life —
are parts of an ecology of memory.

Much of the statuary in the modern city works by appealing to contemplation. Strategically placed, monuments
are the object of viewing. They participate in urban spectacle. They create perspectives and vistas. Scaled to im-

press, they commonly appeal to collectivities. The Berlin-born artist Gunter Demnig recognized a different possibil-
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Konigsberg Castle tower, Kaliningrad, Beach and Vestiges of Blockhouse, Urville-Nac-

Russia queville, France

IR PNTFSBBEHRIETSE AT BTAIEE SERN. ADEIARERE CAMRREANENONR, hF
BHSUE—&7, A THRATRET RAENNA, EANNREEHRFE, RLECSURNBRHIETES. SEBESIALRD
B, BETHEMNZARNE - BBEFEAIUATZEPFEE —MTENTTREN, RIBH a4 AR, B LH T8
WEFICIZMEARmH AR RN AREAMIEZEE, $BChE. B0t Z0FKPHFE, i SHE " FHiRERm
F—EERRINAME L, REFRERRAAREEHWHERTEZATHNGRN, ok, 2B RICSEMPRIEE &
RS FEA BETENREA. HHE AONMITZREBINERBENGE LR RENRELAAAIEENRSE. £
BRI R IE 0T, XREFEN B FRBRLBERENR, MESDERA—K, AMITEEL SERICIINGEE. X
—BESHAADTE—F—ENBETRE LT (BINA) (FEE: BINARRARXNERE. BER &iF . MARANRE
BEEE T E TR SF IR R RS, RUKPUEBTHNED. WREEHN—FRI. ) BEULEAEFAEHRR M=
NEME, (GHNA) BREETECARLEN HERECES THHRLN, ESTHEINST—Z, BES TEHERNA—Z

(PRIEXAMIAEEREER) . Bk, NEMEE LRF, REEUF 58" 8 RASEIEECERMRMNER RHFN. 18
MESLEREE DRITA, BIAMNEXMERLIL GHE" CREFNEE, SINEEIE TANERNTHTR £ 5

ity in urban space, it's particular communicative capacity. He devised a different method of remembering by in-
stalling mnemonic triggers rather than objects. Since the mid-1990s, he has been placing Stolperstein— stumbling
stones — in sidewalks of Berlin in front the houses from which their Jewish residents were taken to concentration
camps. Recently, the project expanded to include other victims of National Socialism: Roma, homosexual people
and the disabled. The stones, made in size and shape of the commonly used pavement brick, bear names of the
dead, the address at which they lived and were taken from, and the details of their deaths. Instead of securely plac-
ing names in the specifically designated areas, they are sunk into the road, walked over and made to be tripped on.
The idea indirectly echoes the Jewish Haggadah, a guide to the Passover seder, which commemorates the Isra-
elite’s exodus from Egypt. The Haggadah asks the believers not to remember a historic event but to place them-
selves, once again, within the moment of divine intervention that the exodus itself is (not was!), and in a sense, to
re-enact it% every generation should consider themselves as if they themselves were rescued from Egypt. Part of
daily practice in Berlin — walking - “stumbling stones" have a similar logic. They disrupt a flow of a normal routine
bringing consciousness back to the body and then back to history. Feet, dogs and bikes trample over them, people
bend over to read the inscription, and at this banal moment a crucial choice is made: does one curse in annoyance
or pause with respect®? The scripture to the memorial book is what stumbling stones to the equestrian statue.
Ecology activates identities by triggering different experiences. Memory is the awareness achieved through them.
Seeing the city through the lease of an “archive”and an “ecology” also means paying attention to the ways in which

memories are mass-mediated. There has been an ever-increasing importance of digital media platforms and online
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Azeville Battery B8, B, 19414 R, Selegies®, Hintg
Azeville Battery, France, 1941 Hungry Ghost Festival, Selegie road, Singapore
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social networks for both, cultivating memories and making cities memorable as a whole. Take examples of mobile
applications that project historical footage onto actually existing urban spaces; or the Instagram. ICT mediated
museum and heritage-site experiences have been part of the business for a while now. They augmented the tra-
ditional “preserve-and-display”approach with interactive, extended experience feature. Recently, however, inroads
were made into presenting an entire city as a media-space, and by doing so, transposing the user to different
chronotopes (places-in-time) with the use of the app. Urban Archive, an app developed for New York City, cre-

ates apertures into the city’s history in a multi-dimensional digital platform. Its sophisticated interface sends push
notifications when a user walks past a historic building, including a no-longer existing one. It curates walking tours
designed by specific urban communities whose stories were previously untold. It allows for a popular side-by-side
photo generator to produce images which can be shared on popular social media. The emergence of such tech-
nologies not only enriches the perception of a city — it allows seeing what is no longer there, but also gives agency
to individual urban explorers and enthusiasts, as much as communities and volunteer associations.

The ICT's another effect is on the individual memory of the user who takes snapshots, uploads his or her favourite
images on the social media, the blogosphere or sends them to public image repositories. Together, these actions
contribute to building a city’s external image, its branding and trending. How much we can learn from the Insta-
gram about a city remains a widely debated issue, of course. For instance, it is quite possible that proliferation of
selfies and snapshots of specific, high-profile places, such as the Museumplein in Amsterdam, popularises so much,

making it so iconic, that the complex and layered history of the location — for example, its connection to colonial
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Republic
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trade via the World Fair — escapes interest of the public. The place is being reduced to a glitz, not a lived and alive
memory.

What are the implications of all this for commemorative traditions in a city, its monuments and memorials? First,
such places need to be created with ongoing flows of change in the society in mind. They need to be flexible. In
the words of Darren Walker, the president of the Ford Foundation who co-chaired the Commission on City Art,
Monuments and Markers in New York, “So much about our narratives of who we are as a people is a reflection of
who has power, who has privilege, and as the struggle for social justice continues, memorial sites need to be
capable of reflecting its dynamics and the changing landscape of power; the moral attitudes implicit in the writing
of history as those become explicit, and the very selectivity of social memory. Second, memorials should be seen
not only as time capsules but also as public “irritants”. When asked what should be done with the monuments like
those in Charlottesville, an elderly woman said that they should stay put, so that her grandchildren could know
what happened here. Their presence can ignite, rather than merely reflect, a public dispute, disagreement or
conflict. Naturally, this may touch on the memorial’s existence as a whole or its specific aesthetic qualities; some
will become unwanted and removed, others altered. More important than a monument's preservation is a societal
dialogue about history associated with it that the monument can ignite. “Flexible monument” might become a
material expression of revisions of history natural to any society. (Of course, in some cases there is a sheer collective

joy that comes from toppling of public statues, and that cannot be overlooked. Such acts in themselves are crucial



