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Where Strangers Meet: 

Art and the Public Realm

Foreword/Preface by Jo Beall

‘I’m not saying I told you so but rappers have been reporting 

from the front for years.’1

Why is the British Council interested in the public realm? 

‘The public realm can be simply defi ned as a place where strangers 

meet’. So says the eminent urbanist, Richard Sennett.2 If this is 

the case then the British Council, a cultural relations organisation 

that brings people together from different cultures, countries 

and continents, works squarely in the public realm. For around 

eighty years, through promoting the English language, the Arts and 

educational links, the Council has fulfi lled its Royal Charter mandate 

to ‘promote cultural relationships and the understanding of different 

cultures between people and peoples of the United Kingdom and other 

countries’,3 bringing strangers together from all corners of the globe 

to encounter each other. While formal or mainstream diplomacy 

primarily involves bilateral relations between national governments, 

the pursuit of cultural relations happens largely among people – 

in and through educational institutions, cultural organisations, 

communities and cities. 

Unlike the private realm, such as the family where we know 

each other well and close up, the public realm is characterised by 

incomplete knowledge and, signifi cantly, by place: 
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 ‘Traditionally, this place could be defi ned in terms of physical 

ground, which is why discussions of the public realm have 

been… linked to cities; the public realm could be identifi ed 

by the squares, major streets, theatres, cafés, lecture halls, 

government assemblies, or stock exchanges where strangers 

would be likely to meet. Today, communications technologies 

have radically altered the sense of place; the public realm can 

be found in cyberspace as much as physically on the ground.’4

While much of the literature on the public realm focuses 

on politics and citizenship, class and social identity,5 the so-called 

‘performative school’ offers a more cultural approach, derived 

from anthropology, focusing on ‘how people express themselves 

to strangers’.6 Taking this as our starting point our interest was in 

how arts professionals and performers, policy makers, and citizens, 

connect through the arts in different public realms. 

Cities exhibit a critical mass of social, educational and cultural 

organisations, concentrations of actual and virtual communities, 

public spaces, and physical and digital connections. As such, 

they present a unique opportunity to use the power of arts, culture, 

education and the creative industries to power city and regional 

economies, catalyse urban renewal and to promote and share our 

cultural assets. The British Council has a presence in fi ve cities in 

the UK and over 180 cities around the world, with its work extending 

far beyond this to several hundred cities and their rural hinterlands. 

From this base we are working to support cities in the UK and 

abroad to be internationally inspired and globally connected.

By using our knowledge, experience and connections we 

can support cities to achieve their international ambitions, working 

in partnership to create more livable, inclusive and vibrant urban 

spaces and places and to improve the quality of life for their citizens 

through exchange of knowledge, people, ideas, insight, culture and 

experiences. Our cultural relations approach is built on a spirit of 
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mutuality and co-creation, which inform this collection and how 

we engage with art and the public realm. 

Most would agree that a good city is one where people’s 

basic needs are met, where public services are delivered affordably 

and effi ciently, where the economy thrives, the environment is 

protected and where public spaces are not only safe, accessible and 

affordable but also interesting and inspiring – alive places in which 

people can engage with each other and where creativity can fl ourish. 

Contemporary urban planners adhere to the view that beautiful cities 

are more liveable cities and culture-led development has become 

de rigeuer for urban planners in many places around the world. Within 

the arts the concepts of public art and public space are intertwined 

and as Geoffrey Crossick writes in Understanding the value of arts and 

culture, the cultural force of the city and its built environment plays a 

signifi cant role in this. Yet as Crossick acknowledges, the tangible role 

that the arts play has been largely untested.7

This is a contested area with some seeing the harnessing 

of the arts to promote creative cities and urban economies as the 

instrumentalisation of culture.8 Conventional public art can also be 

viewed as exclusionary, foregrounding the interests of elites over 

ordinary urban dwellers and artist-led gentrifi cation.9 The conversation 

surrounding cultural value is engaging with such challenges and the 

need to develop appropriate means of engagement and participation 

in the arts. Cities, with their vast and growing populations, their 

density and networks of public services, spaces and institutions 

are central to this wider discussion. 

Underpinning our approach and captured in the spirit of this 

collection is that cities are about people and the character of a city 

itself and expressions of its attractiveness and liveability is generated 

as much by those who live in it as by its built environment and 

infrastructure, its governing body or political leadership. Cities are the 

sum expression of all their people, civil societies and the institutions 

that defi ne the experience of being in the city. 
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Where there is an inconsistency between political rhetoric 

and local reality then city diplomacy efforts will likely be undermined. 

We cannot project an image of a city as the ‘greatest place on earth to 

live’ if the reality is only that for some of our citizens.10 

This collection focuses on what happens to both identity 

formation and place making when people engage in the public 

realm through the arts. Its starting point is to recognise artists less 

as individual producers of objet d’art and more as collaborators, 

participants or producers of situations, shifting the focus from 

‘production to reception, and emphasises the importance of a 

direct, apparently unmediated engagement with particular audience 

groups’.11 It explores facilitating participation in the arts in everyday 

and extraordinary spaces and shares ideas and experience of the 

public realm internationally. 

The collection shows public artists grappling with often 

complex, social dynamics and relationships as they play themselves 

out in and through public space. Because art operates beyond the 

rational and the functional, it often challenges urban planners who by 

defi nition are Cartesian in their approach. Yet planners do recognise 

that cities are social spaces and that social spaces continually 

change and in the process, that cities are constantly made and 

remade. Amin and Thrift see the city, ‘as everyday process, mobilised 

by fl esh and stone in interaction’,12 growing and morphing around the 

actions and engagement of ordinary people. This is at the heart of the 

British Council’s cultural relations approach, sharing international 

experience in the hope of inspiring understanding and opportunity.
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I am making my way along a train station platform in my home 

town of Bristol in the west of England. It’s early summer, a time in 

which this harbour city reawakens, its public character more extrovert 

and social for a few short months before hibernating come October. 

But this morning, most of those around me are moving with the 

speed of a ritual commute – already mentally occupied with the day. 

Though physically moving through the concourse of a railway station, 

these people are already somewhere else – their knees locked under 

a desk, their faces buried in a screen. There are very few bodies at 

leisure – unlike the lingering space of the public square, or, for some, 

the lingering time of the lunch-hour. This is a public space in which 

bodies are propelled onwards; this is not a place of looking, agitation 

or agency, nor unexpected encounter. And then something changes…

In amongst the moving crowd are two stationary fi gures – 

in worn, khaki soldiers’ uniforms. They are standing by the platform 

edge, waiting, occasionally catching the eye of a stranger. Incongruous 

due to the anachronistic nature of their historic costumes, they are 

all the more startling because of their stillness. They’re not drawing 

attention to themselves through any words or movements. They are 

not exactly theatrical, but they’re performing precisely because they 

should not be here. They are out of time and out of place. 

Where Strangers Meet

Introduction by Claire Doherty
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On approaching them, I am handed a card in silence. It bears 

the name of a Lance Corporal who died on the fi rst day of the Somme in 

the First World War – 1 July 1916 – and his age, 17. This is a memorial of 

sorts, but one that understands the public realm not as a stable site, but 

as a place and a time in a constant state of becoming; a place in which 

we are all implicated as actors and in which past, present and future are 

colliding. This is the progressive sense of place that geographer Doreen 

Massey once evoked as she described ‘place’ as a collision of events 

and times, memories, fi ctions, material culture and meeting points.1 

My encounter that morning in Bristol was later revealed to be 

one of over two million uncanny encounters of First World War soldiers 

in public spaces across the UK on 1st July 2016. Though it felt intimate 

and specifi c – it was an artwork of immense scale, disbursed through 

multiples times and places throughout that single day, accumulating 

online as a mass public encounter and public memorial.

A project by artist Jeremy Deller in collaboration with Rufus 

Norris, Director of the National Theatre for 14-18NOW, the UK’s arts 

programme for the First World War centenary, we’re here because we’re 

here became one of the most celebrated public artworks in the UK 

of recent years (explored in detail by Kate Tyndall in this collection), 

and it was a catalyst for my interest in working with the British Council 

on this new collection of essays: Where Strangers Meet. 

We’re here because we’re here is representative of a diverse 

network of artistic interventions, projects, gatherings and actions 

globally that are challenging the way in which we think about ourselves, 

our pasts and our future potential, by changing our experience of 

the urban public realm. But even within the 12 months since Deller’s 

performers infi ltrated my consciousness and changed my perception 

of the temporal limits of public space, the title given by the British 

Council to this collection – ‘Where Strangers Meet’ – seems all the 

more provocative, all the more politicized than the phrase used by 

Richard Sennett in 2009 to describe the anthropological character 

of public space.2 
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Within the past year, as a culture of fear has built around the 

fault-lines of intolerance, strangers have become the silhouetted 

fi gures of potential violence lurking in the shadows of public space. 

Sennett’s promotion of the ‘unfi nished’ city plan, which allows for 

its inhabitants to adapt and change the public realm, seems all the 

more fragile. 

“In a ‘post-truth’ world,” UCLAN’s Professor Lynn Froggett 

suggests in this collection, “the meeting of strangers in civic space 

demands ever more effort, reaching across gaps in recognition and 

understanding, and in urban environments beset by division and 

discrimination the need arises again and again. It impels the citizen 

to take a critical and self-refl exive perspective on their relations with 

civil society and the body politic. One of the key services that art can 

perform in urban environments is to change the conditions under 

which ‘strangers meet’ so that we can know each other better and 

imagine other ways to live together.” 

Where Strangers Meet considers the recent artistic, 

technological and political shifts determining emergent new forms 

of cultural experience in the public realm and in turn, what is at stake 

in the emergent forms of our cities’ cultures. The voices included 

in this collection speak from disparate locations across the globe, 

distinguished from one another by their own set of conditions, and 

in some cases, distinct political positions. There are, however, some 

signifi cant shared concerns which emerge globally. These include: 

•  The encroachment of privatisation on public space and the 

implications for freedom of movement or cultural expression 

and new cultural forms;

•  The risks of ‘artwashing’ urban development, thereby disguising 

social implications and speeding the rate of gentrifi cation at the 

expense of urgent community needs;3 
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•  The growth of a culture of fear which threatens to infringe civil 

liberties, stalling the potential for individuals to freely adapt public 

spaces for personal or collective cultural activities, whether that 

be through exclusions due to political or environmental upheaval 

or the imposition of state forces of control;

•  The rapid development of mobile technology and signifi cant 

changes to the way in which people are authoring, co-creating 

and participating in culture and the emergence of simulated 

experiences and their ramifi cations for our understanding of 

what ‘public’ space might be and how it is constructed;

•  A tension between self-initiated, self-directed cultural activity 

and organised programmatic approaches to city-wide cultural 

programmes for economic growth. 

The collection embraces a broad defi nition of ‘art’ in the public 

realm which encompasses unexpected and unannounced artistic 

interventions, immersive, dispersed and networked performances 

and simulated experienced, direct actions and collective, grass-roots 

resistance through imaginative cultural activities. The collection gives 

insight into the concerns of architects and planners, but focuses less 

on form and design, than on the social, political and environmental 

implications of those creative practices in public spaces. It recognises 

residents, visitors, commuters and passers-by and new arrivals as 

active respondents – protagonists in, rather than just witnesses to, 

the stories unfolding in the public realm. 

The meaning of ‘public realm’ itself is stretched and redefi ned 

through these essays by contributors who are concerned less with 

the theoretical discourse around the terms ‘public space’ and ‘public 

realm’ (see Habermas, Arendt, Mouffe and Sennett) than with the 

lived experience of publicness. There are clearly defi ned cultural 

differences of course in the conditions of public space across these 

distinct localities: for example, the provisional nature of public realm 
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from Mexico City to Rio to Cairo and Lagos contrasts starkly from 

one other, each with its own particular set of political and social 

conditions, ritualised public practices, architectures and topographies; 

furthermore the formal character of interior public space evolving 

through the privatised urban development explored by architect Diba 

Salam in Dubai contrasts signifi cantly to that described by Karolin 

Tampere in her consideration of Oslo’s harbour area and the work of 

artist collective Futurefarmers or Dave Haslam’s exploration of the 

club scenes of Manchester, Liverpool and Birmingham. 

What does emerge are a common set of tactics that use 

degrees of subversion and collective action as a means to work as 

artists and cultural producers in the gaps between planning and lived 

experience. In his description of two consecutive forms of exclusion 

which emerged in Cairene public space following the momentous 

events of the spring of 2011, for example, Omar Nagati describes the 

revolutionary reclamation of public space by the public which led 

to exclusion through fragmentation, and the securitisation of public 

space by state control. “Art intervention in public space”, he suggests, 

“work[s] through the cracks of the system, both geographically and 

politically, using design as a negotiating tool, and subversive tactics to 

mediate the different forms of exclusion resultant from the periods of 

fl ux and of securitisation.” This responsive and agile mode of operating 

by artists, designers and creative practitioners is a common thread to 

emerge particularly where a city is in fl ux.

As this collection unfolded in 2017, a 7.1 magnitude earthquake 

hit Mexico City, rendering contributor Gabriella Gomez-Mont’s words 

all the more resonant, as she spoke of cities who are in the process of 

imagining themselves out loud. Yet equally, whilst some are becoming 

acutely attuned to the need to adapt to environmental shifts and 

changes, so for others the public realm is increasingly mediated and 

fi ltered; this is a disbursed and connected public, largely occupying 

a virtual public space. Rather than explore specifi cally the internet 

as a form of public space, however, three writers have considered the 

implications of creative technology on our experience of physical spaces. 
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Professors Lynn Froggett and Jill Stein explore how ‘play’ 

through digital interaction in this shifting landscape holds out the 

promise of integration and connection. Stein surveys the digital 

platforms for collectively authoring spaces, such as location-based 

and location-specifi c mobile ambient storytelling; location-based 

mobile games; augmented reality experiences; and social location 

tagging/sharing, all of which, she suggests, “blur the lines between 

the digital and physical public realms by engaging city dwellers with 

a persistent layer of ambient information.”

Froggett asks: “What is the impact on the public consciousness 

of this repetitive simulation, widespread engagement in fl ow states… 

and the ‘Disneyesque’ aesthetic of much game design? How does it 

affect human interaction in public space?”

Both authors look at critical, creative practices which are 

emerging as a form of resistance to a simulated, anodyne public realm 

to enable what Froggett refers to as a kind of ‘deep play’ whereby 

critical refl ection and individual agency is triggered, rather than 

repressed. Furthermore, Tony White offers an insight into a live-

streamed takeover of libraries by young people in the West Midlands 

of the UK as a means of considering the library as a public place free 

from judgement and catalyst for co-created content and unregulated 

behaviour. This chimes with Dave Haslam’s assertion of the need 

for self-organised, uncontrolled spaces. “The fact is,” he suggests, 

“great ideas come from the margins.”

There is no shortage of future forecasting against which to set 

these refl ections on arts and the public realm, but as William Gibson 

suggested, “the future is here, it’s just not very evenly distributed.” 

Froggett suggests, “The capacity to affect and be affected by 

the needs and claims of others – who are not of one’s friendship group, 

community or kin – is a neglected aspect of civic life. Affect fl ows in 

public space, as it does in private lives, informing how we act into the 

public realm as embodied and emotional subjects.”
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In a recent research inquiry into the civic role of arts 

organisations, the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation identifi ed common 

characteristics and operating principles shared by arts organisations 

committed to a strong civic role, namely they are rooted in local needs; 

develop community agency and build capability and social capital; 

as well as championing artistic quality and diversity and provide 

challenge.4 Such principles are shared by the artistic projects gathered 

here which work upon the public realm, modelling new civic acts of 

tolerance, of resolution, resistance and challenge.

This collection tracks starkly different approaches to 

addressing the inequities of the present – through direct action, 

through collaborative exchange and by modelling potential new 

behaviours or processes. In his study of Utopia, Richard Noble 

suggested that, ‘for artworks to be utopian, they need to offer two 

things which seem to pull in rather different directions: on one hand 

a vision or intimation of a better place than the here and now we 

inhabit; and on the other some insight into what Ernst Bloch terms 

the “darkness, so near”, the contradictions and limitations that drive 

our will to escape the here and now in the fi rst place’.

Former Queens Museum Director, Laura Raicovich spoke, when 

spearheading a new vision for the museum in 2017, of the importance 

of the civic role cultural institutions play with reference to the 

museum’s Immigrant Movement International, a community space in 

Queens that provides free educational, health and legal services. IM is 

a partnership between the museum and Cuban artist Tania Bruguera, 

who is interviewed by Gal-dem editor, Liv Little for the collection. 

Bruguera describes her notion of arte util (useful art) as art which is 

“the elaboration of a proposal that does not yet exist in the real world 

and because it is made with the hope and belief that something may 

be done better, even when the conditions for it to happen may not be 

there yet. Art is the space in which you behave as if conditions existed 

for making things you want to happen, happen, and as if everyone 

agreed with what we suggest, although it may not be like that yet: 
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art is living the future in the present. Art is also making people believe, 

although we know we may have not much more that the belief itself. 

Art is to start practicing the future.”5 

The approaches considered in this collection can be seen 

to embody this contradictory pull: between the dream of an ideal 

society and the circumstances of the world in which we live. Some, 

such as Tania Bruguera’s Arte Util and the work of Futurefarmers 

here explored by Karolin Tampere, draw upon the aesthetic strategy 

of ‘modelling’, as a process through which ideals are tested as types 

of micro-utopia, whilst others are more assertively direct actions. 

This difference is often determined by the ways in which the artworks 

have emerged: some are the result of commissioning processes, 

outreach programmes or as part of larger-scale urban developments, 

others are self-initiated and/or the result of collective action.

A consideration of these provisional, unfolding set of works 

and movements reveals the potential of art in public to expose 

and respond to the encroachment of corporate interests on public 

space, to the diminishing opportunities for social cohesion and 

to the invisibility of the displaced and dispossessed in public life. 

The signifi cant risk, however, as outlined in the recent discourse on 

‘artwashing’ and critiques of the ‘creative city’6 is “the deliberate use 

of arts and culture to secure future profi table gain rather than social 

inclusion or commentary.” 

But what emerges from this collection is a more subtle set of 

arguments for the involvement of artists and artistic practices in the 

development of our cities through collaborative action, resistance, 

creative invention and by offering productive alternatives through 

the occupation of the centre to reassert the periphery. Futurefarmers’ 

proposition for a public bakehouse in Oslo for example operates as the 

means by which radical approaches in food production enter the space 

of corporate urban redevelopment.
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Alongside this utopic modelling of potential futures are the 

equally resonant issues of grappling with a city’s contested past. It is 

worth remembering that Jeremy Deller’s soldier performers disruption 

of the temporal limits of public space in Bristol last year also occurred 

in a centre promenade in Bristol overlooked by a statue of slave-owner 

Edward Colston – a site of consistent and increasingly urgent debate 

in a city built on the slave trade. Historian David Olusoga explores 

the implications of public monuments as sites of contested histories 

through the protest movement for the removal of the Cecil Rhodes 

statue at the University of Cape Town and the subsequent violent 

rallies which erupted around the confederate statue in Charlottesville 

this August.

The act of commemoration has always been closely aligned 

to strategies of storytelling, by which a particular history of the past 

is sanctioned by those in the present to bring about a particular 

future. As Boris Groys suggests, ‘The future is ever newly planned – 

the permanent change of cultural trends and fashions makes 

any promise of a stable future for an artwork or a political project 

improbable. And the past is also permanently rewritten – names and 

Rhodes must fall © Schalk van Zuydam
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events appear, disappear, reappear, and disappear again. The present 

has ceased to be a point of transition from the past to the future, 

becoming instead a site of the permanent rewriting of both past and 

future – of constant proliferations of historical narratives beyond any 

individual grasp or control.”

As Deller’s signifi cant work of art in the public realm indicated 

on 1 July 2016, the potential of art in the public realm is to assist us 

with rewriting and reimagining how we live together in the future, 

but essentially by revisiting the past with new eyes, lifted from our 

screens, to feel the materiality of being in the physical environment 

and to look the stranger in the eye.

Footnotes
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2   Richard Sennett, ‘Quant: The Public Realm’, available to read and download at 
www.richardsennett.com/site/senn/templates/general2
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Set in Stone?

Text by David Olusoga

Defeated nations topple statues, victorious nations erect 

more. In the flush of victory, nations tend to confuse the demonstrable 

superiority of their arms with a presumed superiority of their aims, 

and the morals underpinning them. If defeat is the ultimate shock to 

the system, victory can be a soporific reaffirmation of tradition and 

traditional values. Old certainties remain certain, old heroes remain 

heroic and both remain unquestioned. The vanquished see the world 

from the other end of the telescope. It is in defeat that failed regimes 

and their heroes are discredited and old ideologies repudiated. It is 

amidst the humiliation of occupation, and the hand-wringing and 

finger-pointing that follows, that states discover previously unknown 

capacities to abandon once-cherished ideas and institutions and 

reassess their pasts. It is at those moments that old statues to 

yesterday’s men begin to look vulnerable. 

Yet the current struggles around statues in Britain and the 

United States that took place in 2016 and 2017 did so not against 

the backdrop of national defeat but within the maelstrom of bitter 

internal division. Both nations are going through what the Australians 

have long called ‘history wars’. As statues are one of the mechanisms 

by which official versions of the past are made laterally solid they 

inevitably become the totems and the lightning-rods for national 

struggles over their pasts. But these debates are not really about 

statues. They are battles of ideas, occasioned by the sudden rise of 

new forms of ethno-nationalism and the coming of age of campaigns 

to ‘de-colonise’ British history and, in the United States, overthrow one 

and a half centuries of ahistorical rewriting of the Civil War. Statues are 

not the issue but the focus, in part because the removal of a statue is 
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one of the greatest possible photo opportunities, second only to the 

toppling of one. Hoisted by a crane and trussed up with straps, statues, 

in that instant, lose their dignity and symbolic power. The sight of 

them being torn from their plinths makes the immovable suddenly 

portable, and the histories they represent once again negotiable and 

fluid. The removal of a statue is street theatre at its most literal and 

dramatic, and for those whom official histories are to be defended the 

disempowerment of statues is a cause worth defending and so are 

the lines drawn in metaphorical sand around the plinths on which the 

heroes of the Confederacy of the British Empire stand. Seventy years 

ago both Britain and America, in their roles as the occupying powers of 

post-war Europe, understood the power of statues and the importance 

of their removal. 

In January 1947, two years after the fall of Berlin and the end 

of the Second World War, a work party made their way through what 

remained of the Tiergarten, the city’s once-beautiful public park.  

There they set to work removing 32 gigantic, white-marble statues 

from their plinths. Once uprooted, these stone leviathans, each of them 

almost three meters tall, were loaded into trucks and transported 

across the city. Their destination was the Charlottenburg Palace, then 

a bombed-out and blackened ruin. In the grounds of the palace each 

statue was lowered into a specially dug pit. They were then covered 

over with earth and entombed, consigned to an unnamed grave. 

The statues that were subjected to this bizarre funeral had 

been created in the last years of the 19th century. They had been 

intended, supposedly, as a gift to the people of Berlin from their Kaiser, 

Wilhelm II. Their subjects were the 32 monarchs who had ruled over 

Brandenburg, Prussia and then Germany from the 11th century all the 

way up to 1888; the year Wilhelm II ascended the throne. The Kaiser 

installed these monuments to his forefathers along Siegesallee – 

Victory Boulevard – an elegant avenue that cut through the Tiergarten, 

and which was itself a private project funded by Wilhelm II, who 

convinced himself that the new statues would help “make the city  

the envy of the world”. 
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Just 46 years after the last of the statues was installed 

on Siegesallee, the Allied Control Council in Berlin pressured the 

authorities of the then occupied and devastated German capital to 

have them removed from public display. In 1947, Europe lay in ruins 

and the Western world was in deep reflection on a war that had killed 

around 50 million people. In such an atmosphere, the British, American 

and French occupiers concluded that the history of conquest and 

war that the Siegesallee statues celebrated and memorialised was 

irredeemably contaminated with the militarism and hyper-nationalism 

that had led to two world wars. 

Years later, in less febrile times, the Siegesallee statues were 

disinterred and once again transported across Berlin. This time they 

were assembled in the grounds of the Spandau fortress, an old citadel 

not far from the Spandau Prison in which Rudolf Hess lived out the 

life sentence he had received at the conclusion of the Nuremberg 

Trials. That is where they remain. Even at the time of their creation 

at the beginning of the 20th century there had been those in Berlin 

able to see the folly and hubris of the Siegesallee statues. The city’s 

more irreverent inhabitants nicknamed Siegesallee ‘Puppenallee’ – 

Doll’s Avenue. More than a century later and their toxicity is palpable. 

Enormous, severe and unsubtle they are a chilling sight. Some are 

pockmarked from shrapnel blasts, wounds acquired during a war 

fought long after the deaths of the men they portray. Others have 

sustained more serious injuries. A dozen of the statues have lost 

their lower sections so the torsos alone remain, propped up on 

wooden pallets. Otto II, Margrave of Brandenburg, has his legs but 

has a missing right arm. Friedrich Wilhelm II has been decapitated. 

These warrior kings, some clad in armour, their gigantic stone hands 

clutching swords, are monuments to the unbridled ethnic nationalism 

and fetishised militarism that were base elements within the 

primordial broth from which Nazism crawled. Despite being memorials 

from the age of the Kaisers, and not from the Third Reich, they have no 

place in the modern capital of a nation still committed to liberalism 

and tolerance. Historically toxic, they are permanently quarantined in 

the grounds of the Spandau Citadel. The Siegesallee statues are not 
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Albert the Bear Sculpture, in Spandau Citadel (Berlin)
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alone in exile. In the gloomy vaults and obscure warehouses across the 

country are other equally radioactive relics of Germany past; the public 

art of the Second and Third Reichs. 

The idea that the Siegesallee statues might today be somehow 

detoxified and reinstalled in modern Berlin is anathema. This is 

because 21st-century Germany is a nation that largely understands 

and acknowledges that there are chapters of its history that cannot 

be uncritically memorialised and there are figures within the German 

story whose legacies demand a degree of contextualisation that is 

beyond the capacity of heroic statuary. This insight, this capacity for 

self-awareness, is matched by few other nations. It should be noted 

that the German gift for historical self-analysis does not seep into 

every aspect of the nation’s history. Germany remains stubbornly 

incapable of coming to terms with the fact that her armies and 

bureaucrats committed terrible crimes in the country’s short-lived 

African empire; atrocities that include punitive raids, forms of slavery, 

wars of extermination and a campaign of ethnic cleansing in what  

is now Namibia that fits the legal definition of genocide like a glove.  

But what the burial, exhumation and continuing exile of the Siegesallee 

statues demonstrates is that, in relation to certain aspects of her 

past, Germany has been able to apply standards and approaches that 

are alien to both Britain and America. For while both those nations 

demand and expect that other states – Germany, Japan, and to a 

lesser extent Italy – regard chapters from their pasts as unfit for 

memorialisation, they have, until recently, largely rejected the notion 

that there are any aspects from within their own national histories  

to which similar caution or restrain could or should be exercised. 

This stark contrast stems, in part, from the fact that history 

plays a very different role in the national self-identities of Britain 

and America. In 2016 Neil Macgregor, formerly Director of the British 

Museum and currently Founding Director of the Humboldt Forum in 

Berlin, spoke about the differences in how the British and the Germans 

look at their histories. “In Britain,” Macgregor said, “we use our history 
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in order to comfort us to make us feel stronger, to remind ourselves 

that we were always, always deep down, good people…” For Germany, 

despite her blind spots, the past is not a roll call of national honour, 

there to make Germans feel good about themselves, rather it is a 

vast national repository of cautionary tales and warnings. Modern 

Germany plucked her impressive capacity to reframe and analyse her 

history from the fires of 1945. Defeat, occupation and the process of 

de-Nazification combined, eventually, to forge a new national culture 

in which warrior kings and populist demagogues who had made calls 

to nation, blood and soil, are viewed with profound suspicion. German 

militarism and a Germanic cult of ethnic nationalism had led the 

nation into the dark valley of 1945. This in itself was proof that the 

generals and politicians of the 20th century were catastrophically 

flawed figures and the purveyors of a flawed ideologies. Statues and 

monuments to them were removed or destroyed by the occupying 

powers after 1945; those that survived the purge are kept locked 

away by the German authorities. As few nations spawned regimes 

as malevolent as National Socialism, and as few nations have 

experienced a defeat as complete as that which befell Germany in 

1945, the nation’s exceptionalism in this regard might be expected,  

but that does not make the example any less instructive. 

In the United States in 2017 the new History Wars claimed 

their first casualties. In Charlottesville, Virginia, a young woman was 

murdered by a white supremacist. Her killer, along with groups of  

Neo-Nazis, the Ku Klux Klan and so-called Neo-Confederates,  

had rallied around a statue to Confederate general Robert E. Lee. 

Among the long and inchoate list of aims and demands such groups 

have made public is that Confederate statues be protected from the 

rolling process of removal that has already taken place in 30 US cities. 

After decades of complaints from African Americans and others that 

these memorials present a distorted version of Southern history and 

are intentionally divisive and insensitive totems of white supremacism,  

the national mood has shifted. Although it took a mass shooting in a 

black church for that shift to begin. 
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Statues, originally from the Victory Avenue in the Tiergarten, in Spandau Citadel (Berlin)
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Those involved in the removal of these memorials from cities 

across America have faced such visceral and ferocious opposition that 

month by month the removals have come to increasingly resemble 

military operations – both in the level of planning involved, and the 

firepower on hand. The German workers who removed the Siegesallee 

statues from the ruins of the Tiergarten 70 years ago did so in broad 

daylight. The American construction workers commissioned to lift 

bronze effigies of Confederate generals and politicians from their 

plinths carry out their labours in the dead of night. Information as to 

the times and dates of each removal is closely guarded. When the 

night arrives, the construction workers arrive in convoy, protected by 

phalanxes of police officers, representatives of America’s increasingly 

heavily armed and, in some cases, almost paramilitary police forces. 

Some of the construction workers feel compelled, on such occasions, 

to don masks to conceal their identifies, others wear stab-vests or 

even bulletproof Kevlar vests. At one removal in Louisiana the local 

police force placed snipers at vantage points above the memorial in 

order to protect the workers from armed attack. These precautions 

are necessary because once the law suits have been rejected and 

the legal avenues exhausted, the threats pour in. They include death 

threats. When news of a removal becomes known, pro-Confederate 

groups have on occasions massed around threatened monuments, 

Confederate flags in hand, chants and curses filling the air. In some 

states the numbers willing to rush into action to protest the removal 

of a bronze general from a marble plinth dwarf those willing to mass 

in defence of poor, flesh-and-blood Americans facing eviction at the 

hand of bailiffs and the banks for whom they work. 

Some of those who demand that the programme of removals 

be halted speak of them as assaults on tradition and history itself. 

They are hurt and defensive, and utterly reject suggestions that they 

attempt to re-imagine the past as a litany of crimes and injustices as 

well as a glorious list of victories and achievements. Divisions that 

are long established and well understood have been both illuminated 

and widened by the statues issues. Today 62% of white Americans are 

unwilling to countenance the removal of Confederate statues. The vast 
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majority of African Americans want them gone. If there is a positive  

to take from recent clashes it is that our contemporary debates about 

statues have revealed, to both black and white, a forgotten history. 

Many of the statues in question are not people previously imagined. 

Some are nowhere near as old as most Americans had presumed. 

These are not century-old monuments that date back to the decades 

immediately after the Civil War. They are cheap, made-to-order 

monuments that date from two major periods of the 20th century.  

The first occurred in the years after 1915, during the revival of the KKK 

and the great wave of brutality and lynching that disfigured the lives 

of millions of black Southerners, and which inspired many of them and 

their children to leave for the North. It was during this miserable era 

that the ranks of the KKK swelled to 6 million members. The second 

burst of Confederate memorialisation took place not in the 1860s but 

the 1960s, and was a reaction against the Civil Rights movement, as 

well as recognition of the centenary of the war itself. The Confederate 

statues erected during that period were paid for or subsidised by a 

small number of pro-Confederate lobby groups. Many of those statues 

are therefore younger than some of the white supremacists who have 

gathered to defend them, and who regard them as integral features  

of white Southern history. 

Such statues are not, strictly speaking, memorials to the Civil 

War but symbols of white supremacy, erected at pivotal moments  

in American history when white power appeared to be challenged or 

was in need to reaffirmation. In that respect they are memorials that 

speak to another history; not that of the Civil War but of post-Civil  

War American racism and the failed era of ‘Reconstruction’. Some 

indeed directly celebrate events and figures whose historical role  

was in the thwarting of attempts to create a new reconstructed  

South, in which black people had equal rights and franchise. One of 

the statues recently removed in Louisiana was erected in honour of 

the White League – a white supremacists’ militia – and celebrates an 

attack they launched against the integrated New Orleans police force 

in 1874, in an attempt to topple the state’s reconstruction government, 

nine years after the end of the Civil War. The implication in much 
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Joachim II Hektor Sculpture, in Spandau Citadel (Berlin)
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recent reporting has been that by becoming the totems around which 

white supremacists are rallying these statues are being co-opted and 

misused. The opposite is true. They are in fact performing exactly the 

function for which they were erected. Statues to Confederate generals 

and slave owners, like those to Confederate war criminals such as 

Nathan Bedford Forrest, were erected in order to reinforce white 

supremacy. They have nothing to do with Southern heritage or the Civil 

War and everything to do with racial intimidation. The monument that 

stands in the heart of Baltimore to General Stonewall Jackson looms 

over a Northern city with a population that is around 64% African 

American. It was never there to defend Southern heritage but to  

strike fear in the hearts of black Baltimoreans. As the true ages 

and the genesis stories of these memorials become more widely 

understood the claim that such statues are integral and sacred 

elements of Southern history and heritage becomes increasingly 

difficult to sustain.

Facts about the age of statues and the motivations of the men 

who built them have been similarly forgotten in Britain. Edward Colston, 

the slave trader whose life and reputation has returned to haunt modern 

Bristol, is a case in point. What is now being discovered by thousands 

of Bristolians is that the concert hall in the centre of the city, that for 

several years has been at the centre of an ugly and divisive dispute, 

was not named after Colston while he was alive. The slave trader died 

in 1721. The hall was given its name in 1867. Likewise the portrait of 

Colston, which is today held by Bristol Museum, was not painted until 

1844 and the statue of him that stands a hundred metres from the 

concert hall was not erected until 1895, 174 years after his death.  

The cloyingly unctuous dedication on the plinth of that monument 

describes Colston as “one of the most virtuous and wise sons of the 

city”. But those words were written by men who had never met him.  

The modern cult of Colston that pervades a number of Bristol 

institutions was given form by the city fathers of later generations.  

If the removal of Colston’s statue would constitute an erasure of  

history, as Colston’s defenders claim, the history at threat is not the  

one they claim. 
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The battle over Colston’s statue, and over the Bristol 

institutions that carry his name, has divided opinion within the 

city and beyond. But its other effect has been to draw national and 

international attention to Bristol’s role in the Atlantic slave trade. 

While the other slave traders from Bristol’s past remain obscure, 

the memorialisation of Edward Colston – something he deliberately 

set out to secure – is what prevents his name from slipping into 

obscurity and prevents his crimes from being forgotten. Even his 

defenders now have to acknowledge that he was a man who traded in 

human flesh and grew rich from human misery. By choosing to stand 

in defence of statues, groups and individuals on both sides of the 

Atlantic have unintentionally drawn public attention to the crimes of 

the men memorialised in bronze and marble and on the backstories 

that explain when and why their statues were erected. Histories that 

otherwise might have been kept in the historical shadows have been 

drawn into the light. 

The question raised by the current debates around statues is 

not whether or not we should condemn the crimes and the racism of 

men from the past, or judge them by modern standards. The question 

is: do we want to be societies that uncritically memorialise men from 

the past who we know committed terrible crimes, merely because 

memorials to them were created before we had the capacity to 

recognise those crimes? Does the erection of a statue end all debate? 

Does it fix a figure as a hero and render their reputation untouchable, 

impervious to revision, no matter what revelations about them later 

emerge? Is history literally set in stone once a statue is affixed to  

a pedestal? 
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