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Introduction

Uta Staiger and Henriette Steiner

To write on memory and the city is to enter into a densely populated
scholarly terrain. In the late twentieth century, engagement with
memory became what Andreas Huyssen has called a ‘cultural obses-
sion of monumental proportions’,! and Jay Winter a ‘memory boom’,?
experienced both in academia and in popular culture. The 1990s, in
particular, witnessed the rise of this ‘cult of memory’,® as it turned into
a veritable ‘memory industry’ able to play on and exploit the interest
in memory. For some, however, this intensified interest has itself been
interpreted as a sign of a memory crisis, and many scholars have advised
about the concomitant terminological ambiguity, semantic burden and
even rhetorical abuse which are also associated with this term.* In fact,
some have raised the question of whether and how in this situation
a contemporary practice of ‘remembering well’ may be conceived at all.
Overall, this epochal commitment to, and interrogation of, the past and
its representation in the present can be described as a memory culture.
While this interest in memory extends across disciplines in the
humanities and social sciences, it has perhaps acquired particular
resonance through research on the city. In our everyday understanding,
memory may be a phenomenon that has to do with the life of the mind
of the individual, but it is also always bound up with common settings,
situations and forms of praxis. Tied to the body and the social mate-
rial context of the remembering subject, Edward Casey even suggests
that ‘memory is naturally place-oriented or at least place-supported’.®
Even if memory is most often perceived as a temporal phenomenon,
an intimate connection between place and memory can thus be sug-
gested. Memory not only ‘needs places’, however, but arguably creates
them: memory ‘tends towards spatialization’, as Jan Assmann puts it.”
Often, these places of memory are urban. The city provides an abiding
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frame for urban life and establishes concrete sites of encounter with
the past. Changes to the urban fabric therefore always carry with them
both conflicting interpretations of the past and desires for the future.
Whether as a site of institutionalized memory, as a host to ephemeral
or even immaterial urban topoi of remembrance, or as a key stimulus
to artists and writers, the built environment of urban centres occupies
a focal position in and for our memory culture.

A decade into the twenty-first century, the aim of this book is to take
stock of the ways in which this memory culture appears in relation to
the city at the present time. It presents new research by scholars within
the humanities and the social sciences as well as by practitioners from
the fields of architecture and the visual and performance arts. It aims,
firstly, to present particular analyses of how architectural and plan-
ning practice, visual and literary culture, history, cultural theory and
personal narrative engage memory. It thus looks into the way material
culture is involved in building sites of memory in the city through art
and architecture projects, visual representation or narrative. Secondly,
this research is tied to a set of iconic cities in which the past is often
deliberately, if conflictingly, mapped, erased, rebuilt and remembered.
In other words, these cities come to be seen, literally and metaphori-
cally, as contemporary building sites in and of themselves. The aim of
this introduction is to survey the intellectual ground upon which the
diverse approaches that constitute this book build, and which they use
as a point of departure for their contemporary reflections on urban
memory cultures.

Of the cities evoked in the book, Berlin is perhaps most closely linked
with the recent surge of memory culture. Having hosted many of the
central European conflicts of the twentieth century, Berlin is arguably
an exemplary case through which to explore the urban dynamics of
memory, history and commemoration. Indeed, as a 1990s promotional
slogan by the city authorities had it, post-unification Berlin was the
Baustelle as Schaustelle par excellence: the city in its constructions and
reconstructions became a place of ‘building-site-seeing’.? Yet despite its
self-proclaimed status as memory capital, there continue to be lacunae
in the growing body of literature on Berlin, making this a timely junc-
ture for a critical re-visioning. While Berlin is thus a recurrent focus of
the present volume, it neither should nor could be seen in isolation.
The very predicament of Berlin'’s representational culture is tied up with
a shared European experience of conflict and rebuilding. And beyond
the European frame of reference, it is most productively seen in relation
to other cities with a pivotal standing in memory discourses. Berlin
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is thus situated here with respect to other key urban topographies of
remembrance, both proximal, Dresden, and global, Jerusalem, Buenos
Aires, New York and Cape Town. The book aims at once for a broad,
generic and a particular, in-depth investigation of the theme of memory
culture and the contemporary city. It will be contextualized, in what
follows, by some of the key conceptual stakes in research and think-
ing on memory, particularly as they evolve from the early defining
moments of twentieth-century thought.

The interest in memory as a cognitive faculty related to but distinct
from perception, imagination or knowledge has deep roots in Western
culture. In contemporary usage we associate memory with a variety of
functions, such as retaining factual information, remembering how to
perform certain skills, or keeping a perhaps fortuitous selection of past
experiences alive in our minds while others are forgotten.” What, in
the early twentieth century, Henri Bergson and Bertrand Russell con-
sidered the ‘memory par excellence’ is, however, recollective memory.!°
Requiring an effort of the mind to recall and prolong past experiences
into the present and attaching particular significance to selected epi-
sodes and events, recollective memory establishes a causal connection
between these past experiences and the present. In this way, the act of
remembering has also been seen to play a role in creating a coherent
and continuous narrative of identity and selfhood.!! Yet while seem-
ingly about the grasp of temporal connection, recollective memory has
also been understood to connect with particular places as they support
and add structure to the act of remembering itself.

Memory in this sense raises a number of epistemological and cognitive
questions. These include the aim for authenticity in comparison with the
inherently reconstructed nature of the recollection, the articulation of
claims about the nature of identities, and the role of the place of memory
as the connecting point between the recollective moment, the place of the
remembered, and the person remembering. Ultimately, at the core of most
philosophical and sociological concerns with memory, these questions con-
verge in the normative, practical, and ethical aspiration to ‘remember well’.
However, the focus of this aspiration and the forms it has consequently
taken have varied across the intellectual history of memory research.

In much of early twentieth-century thought, the interest in the
possibility of remembering well was flanked by a preoccupation with
the defects of memory. This implied an increased focus on issues such as
forgetting or inadequate perception and on how to allow the individual
mind to recover a ‘true’ recognition of the past. Bergson discussed how
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the process of recalling past conceptions left in unconscious ‘pure’ mem-
ory and prolonging them into the present was crucial for the function-
ing of perception. And Freud’s psychoanalytic theory sought to bring
back hidden or repressed memories by means of narrative reconstruction
of events. Although partial, this form of recollection was seen to give
continuity to the patient’s narrative of selfhood, letting memory work in
the present by allowing the patient to recover from, for example, anxie-
ties or phobias. Both writers developed their thought by examining not
only the functions but also the pathologies of memory, such as amnesia,
in the case of Bergson, or melancholia and trauma, in the case of Freud;
and this was to have a long-lasting influence on memory discourse.

A contemporary of both Freud and Bergson, Walter Benjamin not
only investigated the significance of the conscious and unconscious
dimensions of memory, but also deployed them in order to examine
the historical conditions of modern life in the European metropolises
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For the group of
thinkers connected more or less directly with the Institute for Social
Research in Frankfurt, to which Benjamin belonged, the modern city
with its random stimuli and constant change had on the one hand
contributed to the withdrawn form of consciousness of the city-dweller
—in line with what Simmel had characterized as the blasé attitude. From
the perspective of critical theory, the city had furthermore turned into
a phantasmagorical spectacle that no longer revealed its underlying
historical conditions. On the other hand, however, the city was also
thought to have the potential to stimulate knowledge and to provoke
recognition. In this respect, writers like Siegfried Kracauer provided
an important contribution to analysing the relation between modern,
urban life and the capacity for knowledge, recognition, and recollection
of the individual. For Benjamin, uncommon constellations of objects,
sudden discoveries of often marginal places or seemingly insignificant
fragments could bring about a quasi-physical encounter with the past,
lifting conventional memory blocks. Recalling Marcel Proust’s ‘involun-
tary memory’, Benjamin called it a form of remembering that ‘has not
been experienced explicitly or consciously by the subject’.!> The sudden
shifts of attention provoked by urbanity were thus thought to be the
precondition for critical awareness of the present. Mirrored by artistic
and literary practices, in such forms as the Surrealist objet trouvé or
Joyce’s stream of consciousness, the urban dweller, in the paradigmatic
form of the flaneur, was seen to reappraise, indeed recollect, the residual
presence of the past in the modern city, and to grasp the historicity
contained therein.
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Well into the early twentieth century, enquiries into memory were
interested above all in assessing its functions and failures as a personal
cognitive capacity. As Paul Ricoeur states, however, for sociology at the
time ‘individual memory, as a purportedly original agency, becomes
problematic’.!* Coinciding with an acute awareness of modernity’s
challenges to the prevalent understanding of subjectivity, which the
study of the city in particular was believed to potentially make visible,
a possibility for expanding the study of personal memory to the level
of sociality or history was established. With Benjamin, in particular,
we find a strategic interaction between the cognitive processes of the
individual and the social and historical conditions that are always at
stake in urban experience. This is also reflected in a new strand of socio-
logical theory, which argues, against Bergsonian individualism, that
memory is in fact essentially social. This has had a dual effect. On the
one hand, concepts from the developing discipline of sociology could
be applied to the study of memory, now seen in relation to a group or
a collective. On the other hand, concepts from equally new psychologi-
cal interpretations could be applied to the collective realm via the study
of memory. One consequence is that themes from, for example, the
Freudian vocabulary of psychoanalysis, such as trauma or the notion of
repressed memory, have entered into the study of societal forms. This
dynamic of mutual interference between the personal and the social set
out defining features for the way in which the nexus of memory and
the city is studied today.

The first to articulate a sociology of memory was Maurice Halbwachs,
a student of Bergson and later Durkheim. He aimed to show that the
notions people create of themselves and the past are necessarily shaped
by their participation in different societal contexts and the status they
assume therein: ‘it is individuals as group members who remember’.!
Consequently, personal memory is reciprocally bound up with what he
calls collective memory. This is not to be confused with history, which
Halbwachs considers a rationalized framework recording long-term
changes. Collective memory, by contrast, provides uniqueness and
continuity within a group by marking out a common normative hori-
zon of expectations and experience, and creating what Assmann would
later call a ‘connective structure’ between past and present.!> As such,
collective memory not only is seen as a culturally constructed represen-
tation of the past, it needs to be sustained and transmitted via narratives
and traditions, bodily practices, material objects, and of course places. It
is, in particular, these processes that have been of interest to scholarship
on urbanity and memory since.!®
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The city is a prime site in which the negotiation of collective memory
can take place and where it can be studied. Given the importance of
the city as a shared topography, changes made to the urban fabric - in
the name of preservation or redevelopment, or as the consequence
of man-made or natural disasters — may have an impact on the self-
understanding and sense of continuity of the inhabitants. This correla-
tion continues to be of interest to architectural historians and theorists
as they seek to reassess the relative success and impact of urban design
strategies.!” If architectural modernism notoriously sought to create
a city without past in the name of a perhaps utopian promise, the new
cities of the modern period, from the American gridded cities to the
recent developments in Asia, have been found to represent a lack of
urbanity. Subsequent movements such as critical regionalism and the
citational forms of post-modernism, however, marked more than sim-
ply a resurgence of the interest in urban history. They prefigured what
at the end of the twentieth century became a near obsession with the
‘city of collective memory’, as architectural historian Christine Boyer
influentially phrased it.!® Boyer suggests that since the late 1970s it is
above all what she calls a pictorialization of the urban life world, an
aesthetically sanitized and institutionalized staging of selected kinds of
urban memories, which is being mobilized by planning practices — and
resisted by other interest groups with competing claims to urban
memory.

This infatuation with memory in the city does not, however, neces-
sarily mark the return to a collectively shared and expressed experience
of the past. This at least is the view of French historian Pierre Nora, who
built on Halbwachs’s work in his influential volumes on the places of
memory Les Lieux de Mémoire (1984-1992). Exacerbating the distinction
between memory and history, Nora argued that the latter, an analytical
and reconstructive production of the past, has in fact put entirely into
question the ‘un-self-conscious’ nature of memory.’” In compensation
for such a loss, he argues, societies feel an enhanced need to crystallize
collective memory in symbolically charged sites and objects. The places
of memory - lieux de mémoire — acquire their significance only because of
the demise of memory’s collective, environmental context — the milieux
de mémoire.?° Nora has thus played an important role in the increasingly
intense battles fought over the alleged vacuity of the urban memory
industry. But he is also representative of atrend to quasi-sacralize
memory, endowing it not only with an aura of (lost) authenticity but
with a spiritual or almost sacred dimension — a ‘therapeutic alternative
to historical discourse’.?!
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This discourse on memory culture emerged at a particular historical
juncture and with direct implications for our contemporary urban situ-
ation. The continued centrality of academic questions concerning the
Second World War and the Holocaust in particular has given rise to
a large body of work pondering the weight of historical knowledge with
respect to the witnessing function of memory.?? This interest is both
complemented and accentuated by broader concerns in critiques of
modernity regarding the amnesiac pressures of globalization and mass
culture, which seemingly produce what Nora called our ‘hopelessly
forgetful modern societies’.?®> Both perhaps converged most evidently
in the recent reconstruction efforts in Berlin, where the inscription
of remembrance and guilt coincided with the need to rebuild urban
topographies damaged by war and by the ensuing division of the city,
while seeking to create a metropolis for the twenty-first century. But
Berlin is joined by other cities with a conflictual past that is as complex
to resolve, offering up renewed challenges for academic, urbanist, and
popular perception.

Indeed, much contemporary research now seems to focus on the
critical and political implications of memory being ‘open to the dia-
lectic of remembering and forgetting, unconscious of its successive
deformations, [and] vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation’.?*
In this sense, memory’s relationship to place not only is about preserva-
tion, continuity, and identity, but can become charged with intense and
potentially divisive meaning. In cities marked by conflict and contesta-
tion - from Belfast and Nicosia to Jerusalem and Cape Town — memory
plays a role both during and after conflict. Memorial and heritage sites
are often annexed in order to promote particular interpretations of
the past, thus enacting symbolic claims on the urban environment.?
More often than not, this renders competing narratives invisible, elid-
ing the often fractured memory culture yielded by a single place or
city.?6 Sometimes the key disagreement is even about whether keep-
ing the past alive is detrimental or beneficial to a collective that has
been through conflict in the first place. These incompatible desires,
to remember or to forget a violent past that continues to inform the
present, are therefore often played out as if by proxy, in and through
the urban environment.

The memorialization and commemoration of the conflict a society
has undergone thus remain intensely controversial. Underlying memo-
rial sites generally, and in post-conflict cities in particular, is after all
a symbolic exchange between what is, what was, and what is to become,
between the living, the dead, and the not yet living. In the case of
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wartime commemoration, as Jay Winter has argued with respect to the
First World War, remembrance at symbolic sites can potentially show
both indebtedness to a lost generation and an affirmation of commu-
nity.?’ In other contexts, particularly those of civil strife, memorializa-
tion is a much more politicized act. Mapping memory at and through
such sites is thus often shot through with more complex dynamics
of guilt and redemption, challenging the representative nature and
function of the monument or memorial site. Particularly in the 1990s,
and often with reference to the Second World War, so-called counter-
monumental strategies were supposed to provoke a new and very dif-
ferent kind of memory culture. This was complemented by renewed
engagement, both in academic discourse and in museal and memorial
practice, with many aspects of the memory discourse of the early twen-
tieth century. As James E. Young describes it, the essence of these new
memory practices can be seen as a fragmentary counterculture seeking
to resist integration in totalizing discourses:

[They aim] not to console but to provoke; not to remain fixed but to
change; not to be everlasting but to disappear; not to be ignored by
passers-by but to demand interaction; not to remain pristine but to
invite its own violation and desanctification; not to accept graciously
the burden of memory but to throw it back at the town’s feet.?8

In many ways, this has by now become a dominant view and has spread
from the sites of monuments or museums to architecture and urban
planning at large. This can be seen in a surge of a quasi-performative
museum architecture buoyed by a demand to evoke and redeem trau-
matic experience and collective mourning, with urban design con-
sciously integrating fragments and suggestive traces of the past. Yet
some recent work on urban memory culture has also critiqued these
practices.?? This, in part, signals a critical engagement with the local,
ephemeral, and perhaps even incommensurable nature of memory
work and representation. Certainly, any attempt to ‘remember well’ is
now also an enquiry into the forms and modes of its representation.
Here, artistic practices have provided a particularly complex but also
refined site to engage with the narrative and representational aspect of
memory and its manifestation in the contemporary city.

If the processes of urban development are of an often subtle nature,
deeply embedded in the cultural fabric, it takes very particular represen-
tational instruments to begin to expose and interpret their character.
The contemporary city not only constitutes the main site in which the
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contemporary art scene is situated; in and through different art forms, the
city itself is subject to reflection, revision, and intervention. Writers from
Baudelaire and Benjamin to Borges, Auster, and Sebald have tracked and
transformed the often processual and unfinished nature of urban practices
and constructions, emphasizing the narrative articulation of the past by
which memory can be generated and transmitted. Film, similarly, has his-
torically engaged with the motions, changes, and transitions of city, as they
play out against its built environment.3® And these principles apply, with
variations, to all cultural media in their engagement of narrative, imag-
ing, and performance. Drawing attention to the spatio-temporal forms in
which urban life is played out, artistic practices stimulate a reconsideration
of the possibilities assigned to memory in the contemporary city.

By engaging with arts projects including film, photography and
dance, as well as architecture and urban planning practices and the dis-
courses of heritage, tourism, and archaeology, the contributions to this
book can be seen as concrete investigations into the role of memory cul-
tures in cities. Recent scholarship may have suggested, and not without
sound argument, that it is no longer ‘so sure that memory has a place
in the contemporary city and that is [precisely] why it is talked about
so much’.3! However, the continued engagement with the challenges,
vicissitudes, and ethics of memory, above all in relation to our contem-
porary urban environment, also suggests that it is a concern that refuses
to be laid to rest. As such, it is therefore in need of the sort of renewed
critical examination from different angles offered here.

In its treatment of the problem of memory culture and the contem-
porary city, the book follows a tripartite structure. Part I develops the
intersection between the individual and the collective facets of memory
culture, exploring the ties between particular representations of the past
and given places and settings. A lead concept in this respect is Nora'’s
term lieu de mémoire, taken as a point of juncture (but also tension)
between collective and personal forms of urban memory-making. In his
chapter, departing from a nineteenth-century photograph of Pompeii
and travelling to a range of contemporary cities, Victor Burgin links
Nora’s term to the anthropological concept of the non-place, the non-
lieu, developing the concept of the non-lieu de mémoire as a conceptual
tool to describe particular places that have developed in late modernity.
Thomas Elsaesser, in his contribution, links memory with the para-
urban place of the island, as ile de mémoire. The chapter is concerned
with a particular island close to Berlin on which a part of the author’s
family history was played out in the 1920s and 1930s. The island by
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the city is the most important surviving material trace, connecting a
particular episode in a family’s history with concurrent historical events
and movements. Photography and film are seen to play a special role
here in twentieth-century commemoration of everyday life, and this
topic is explored further by Henrik Reeh in his chapter. Reeh narrates
the traversal of urban areas often deemed unworthy of remembering and
photographing through a sequence of snapshot journeys to and from
the airports of Berlin. Rounding off Part I is another personal account,
by architect Daniel Libeskind. It is both a type of personal-professional
memoir and a socio-political consideration of the uses of memory in
contemporary cities, as Libeskind introduces the global building sites of
some of his recent architectural projects. Here, the commitment of the
architect to negotiation between past, present, and future is perceived
as a tool with which to resist the non-places of memory often character-
izing newly built, large-scale environments.

Part II develops more explicitly around conflicted and conflicting
memories relating to the political realm and to fraught or haunted
urban sites of historical significance. In their chapter, Karen Till and
Julian Jonker investigate concrete instances of spectral ground in what
they call new cities, the main point of focus being a postcolonial site
of conflictual memory in Cape Town. Wendy Pullan and Max Gwiazda
in their chapter uncover the consequences of a highly instrumentalized
politics of heritage and cultural memory in the urban topography of
conflict characterizing an archaeological site in Jerusalem, the so-called
City of David. In view of how tourist sites of memory and commemora-
tion often respond poorly to the conflicted ambiguities of urban reali-
ties, Mary Fulbrook investigates the problem of historical tourism with
respect to Berlin’s doubly dictatorial past: the period of the National
Socialist regime and that of Communist repression. The problem of
remembrance in post-conflict situations is an equally significant con-
cern in Janet Ward’s investigation of sacralized spaces when it comes to
the urban remembrance of war, with particular reference to the cultural
politics of reconstruction in Dresden. Finally, Charity Scribner presents
a reading and mapping of Berlin’s Cold War radical underground. The
activities of the RAF group, as represented in texts and films, reveal
a little-known topography of cultural memory linking East and West
Berlin in intricate and unexpected ways.

Part III engages the potential inherent in contemporary art to intervene
in the more processual and implicit workings of urban memory. In her
photo-essay, Berlin-based visual artist Stefanie Biirkle presents an artistic
practice which draws upon scenographic effects in her dealings with
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architecture and a very particular topos in the city, the building site. Her
theoretical exploration of the lack of memory in the contemporary city
is at the same time a concrete exploration of the superficial image plane
of contemporary urbanity. The interplay between surface and depth,
image and structure, technology and body is also explored in Geoffrey
Kantaris’s chapter on contemporary cinematic constructions of Buenos
Aires. Here the Argentine capital appears as a cyber-city populated by
cyborgs and organized by memory machines all too easily programmed
for the disappearance of dissident elements. This cultural-critical poten-
tial also ties in with the central theme of the chapter by Philipp Ekardt,
dealing with works concerned with the transitory architectures and
techno-spaces of Berlin and other cities by sculptor Isa Genzken and
photographer Wolfgang Tillmans. In the final chapter, Lucia Ruprecht
discusses the piece ‘On the Road with mnemonic nonstop’ by dancers
and choreographers Martin Nachbar and Joachim Roller. The dance per-
formance develops correlations between actual urban walks in a series
of historically burdened cities and reconstructive choreographies, in
which real bodies, projected city maps, and narrative performance work
together to build acts of creative drift, derivation, and orientation.
From dance to photography, film, sculpture, street art, and architecture;
from museums, monuments, and memorials to more personal sites or
islands of memory; from theoretical considerations of how memory works
in cities to questions of historical practice, both singular and everyday; from
Berlin to Buenos Aires, Jerusalem, New York, Dresden, and Cape Town; from
the ruins of Pompeii to the building-site cities of postmodern spectacle — this
volume maps out explorations of what it might mean to construct an appro-
priate urban memory culture, to remember well in the contemporary city.
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