How monuments to death reveal different perspectives on life

[image: image1.jpg]



The German government was recently faced with a difficult question: should you regulate how people experience a memorial? The reason for this question was the way in which young people were behaving at the site of the newly opened Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin. 

This monument has had, as they say, in German “a difficult birth”. It was first proposed approx 17 years ago after the fall of the Berlin Wall but right from the start the idea had its critics. There were long debates about whether there should be a memorial, who should be commemorated and most recently a great deal of controversy about what the memorial should look like, culminating in a long consultation process looking at the various designs proposed. As the official website for the Memorial rather diplomatically states: “[The] Memorial project [has been] the subject of a fundamental debate concerning German people's historical self-awareness at the end of the 20th century. From the outset, this process of self-understanding has involved vigorous criticism and conflicting feelings, and the Memorial was correspondingly the subject of a great deal of fervent argument.”

(http://www.holocaust-mahnmal.de/en/fromideatorealisation/diskussion)

Finally after all this time, the memorial was opened on 12 May 2005. It consists of 2,700 concrete slabs (steles), arranged in a grid pattern, which cover a city block near the Brandenburg Gate and the construction site of the new U.S. Embassy. The steles tilt slightly at varying angles, as the ground they are on rises and falls unevenly. Visitors must find their way through the labyrinth, designed to disorient them at every step. The field can be entered from all four sides.  At places the slabs are so tall that the visitor can only see the sky above him. 
The aim of the design was to encourage visitors to walk between the slabs and experience the feeling of disorientation and uncertainty which was the presiding emotion of all those millions who were shipped in cattle trucks to Birkenau, Dachau and the like. "The power of the field is that you can only experience it by going inside," said Guenter Schlusche, a consultant for the project, designed by American architect Peter Eisenman. "At first, people just see a mass of concrete blocks," Schlusche said. "It's much, much more. Once you get inside, you feel alone. You lose your normal ways of orientation." (http://www.detnews.com/2005/nation/0505/09/natio-174312.htm) 
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That at least was the plan. 

It pretty soon came to the attention of the authorities that not all the visitors to the site were treating the memorial with what they considered was the appropriate amount of respect. Increasingly they were getting reports of in particular young people putting the slabs to other less worthy uses. Rather than staying on the ground and walking quietly and somberly through the pillars, thinking the thoughts that one is supposed to think on such occasions and in such locations, this younger generation was launching itself into open space off the top of the pillars or just simply lying on top of them soaking up some rays. 
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Generations define memorials. It is possible to trace the way in which the contemporary culture saw the value of individual life in the way it memorialised its dead. The development from the rich burial mounds of Sutton Hoo, where the warrior leader was buried with the necessary equipment to carry on fighting in the after life to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington DC, which lists each individual name in stunning simplicity in chronological order of death could be seen as the history of the Western world’s relationship to the individual. 

Western Europe has not seen war within its borders for over 60 years now and the most recent war memorials have tended to be about cleaning up the public face of war, so that it presents a politically correct exterior. These new memorials (which are mainly located in the UK) ostensibly demonstrate society’s new found appreciation for the contribution of those who do not fit the normal image of people who die in European wars: women, Australians and New Zealanders, volunteers from the Indian subcontinent, Africa and the Caribbean etc. None of these memorials, however, have attempted to redefine memorialisation as a shared experience of what it was like to face death in a particular way as the Berlin monument arguably does. 

I am reminded here of the debate surrounding the monument to be erected on Ground Zero in Manhattan. Once again the question here was how to appropriately memorialise the dead. Generally it was felt that the memorial should create an experience fitting of the sense of personal loss and hurt caused by such an horrific act taking place on American soil. It seems we are now in an age which is incapable of summoning up empathy and sympathy unless it is through an experience. 

But the Memorial in Germany to the Murdered Jews of Europe is not only a memorial; its location in Berlin places it also within the topography of urban spaces. In the last 10 years urban spaces across Europe and arguably the world have been appropriated (some would argue misappropriated) by a youth generation which has a very different perspective on how one can interact with one’s surroundings. This generation has expanded on an understanding of space which could be said to have been started by skaters in the early 80s: they don’t see walls as barriers but as starting points. Benches are not places to sit; they are an opportunity to balance, to hang in the air for a split second before launching into free flight (however short). Even the understanding of buildings has been turned on its head by this generation. Buildings are not about what you do on the inside of them: work, sleep, eat, instead they are about what you can do on the outside of them: lie, climb, hang suspended, jump. 

So the “aberrant” younger visitors are not doing anything particularly unusual in the way they are (mis)using the rectangles and slabs of the Berlin memorial. In fact they are doing something very very normal to them and to their compatriots across Europe. They are defining the space around them as a space which is there to be experienced from a very personal, individual and unique perspective. In this they might not be experiencing the sense of shared humanity which the designer was striving for, but that desired effect was a very cerebral and aesthetic experience. The experience of launching off from one pillar to the next is a real and visceral experience. It is something which can and does unite. Significantly in contrast to a mediated experience of humanity, this experience is immediate. 

It might be pushing the argument too far to say that in this case the young Germans who refuse to be restricted to the confines of the space between the pillars are refusing to be bound by the narrow perspectives of the post-war generation? It might stretch the metaphor to absolute breaking point to argue that they are turning their backs on a certain understanding of humanity, as a body united by an experience of suffering in favour of a perspective on the world which says we are united because of our ability to define our perspective.  
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Whichever metaphor one cares to beat to death, one thing is true: this European generation is more united in their way of interacting and experiencing urban spaces than any other European generation before them. They have achieved this unity, not via a constitution or by shared ponderings on the past, but by a shared (sub)version of modern life. 

And what about the fate of the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin? Well, it’s a lesson to us all to always consider every single perspective when it comes to the public sphere, and not just the one that we want people to have. 
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