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Collection, Education and Practice
of Public Art: Interview with Prof.

Christine Mehring

Pan Li / Interview

Photos / Smart Museum of Art at the University of Chicago

Pan Li: Tell us about Chicago's world-
renowned public art collection.

Christine Mehring: Having grown up in
Germany, and coming to the United States
in my early twenties because of my passion
for North American art, I was surprised

to see how unadventurous this country’s
public art appeared, compared to the kind

of experimental, challenging, and advanced
public art commissions and programs

across European cities and institutions; my
understanding of public art was shaped

by exhibitions like Kasper Konig’s totally
transformative Skulptur Projekte Miinster,
founded in 1977 and staged since every

ten years, by Jan Hoet’s Ponton Temse
exhibition and his documenta 9, all of which
programmatically take over a city. They
shaped my passion for public art you’d
stumble across and might not even notice, for
public art not conceived for grand plazas or
fancy buildings but in parking garages, public
toilets, and dead-end staircases, not statues
celebrating heroic and often problematic
actors and events but whimsical objects like
a 1-foot cake or a pair of cherries, made
from and for the materials of the modern
urban environment, like concrete or water,
landscaping or flowers, billboards and buses,
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University, was invited to interview Professor Mehring to discuss the public art collection,
the relationship between public art and the city, the relationship between campus public art
and the educational concept and practice of the University of Chicago, and also the

significance of public art.

you name it.

Coming to Chicago, I discovered a different
kind of long, rich, if perhaps overall a bit
more conservative history of public art. It
started when, in 1905, the philanthropist
and lumber merchant Benjamin Ferguson
left his estate to establish a fund committed
to “the erection and maintenance of
enduring statuary and monuments” in the
city of Chicago, to be administered by

the trustees of the Art Institute. What an
extraordinary, groundbreaking, and unique
gift at the time and to this day—few cities
have public art endowments, let alone ones
over a century old! It came about in part
thanks to the advocacy of Chicago architect
Daniel Burnham, a few years prior to his
1909 “Burnham plan,” which established
our precious lakefront park and created a

coordinated plan for the city’s public spaces.

So from early on, not only was there an
investment in public art in Chicago, but
an understanding of its civic function and
symbolism.

That said, it is the co-existence, the lively
layering, of several different and important
periods and models that distinguishes
public art in the city of Chicago—historical

monuments and reliefs (dating from the

first decades of the rebuilt city and often
commissioned in relation to architectural
construction), corporate investments in
relation to our signature mid-century modern
and international style architecture (say
Richard Lippold in SOM’s Inland Steel lobby
or Harry Bertoia sponsored by the Amoco
Corporation), civic efforts (like the lovingly
nick-named “the Picasso” or “the Bean”

and most recently Kerry James Marshall’s
stunning mural “Rushmore”), commissions
from local artists with permanent or
temporary installations (say Richard Hunt

or Ruth Duckworth in the 1970s, or more
recently Tony Tasset and Jessica Stockholder,
especially her “Color Jam,” an all-time
favorite for its fiercely urban engagement),
community-driven artworks embedded in
the city’s many neighborhoods (especially in
the form of murals), and thoughtful support
(albeit off-and-on over the decades) on the
part of non-profit institutions (ranging from
the vast sculpture park of Governor’s State
University to our University of Chicago’s
Henry Moore sculpture “Nuclear Energy,”
1966, which commemorates the first human-
made self-sustaining nuclear fission, led

by our former physicist Enrico Fermi, on a
national historic landmark site. )
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12.Richard Serra, Seattle Right Angles Propped,
1991, installed 2019, Forged steel in two parts
110.5X243.8X30.8 cm. Photo by Michael Tropea
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Pan Li: How do the public art activities of
the University of Chicago fit into this public
art context of the city of Chicago?

Christine Mehring:There are so many
intersections, and several of these models

are well represented on our campus. Four
examples immediately come to mind. The
Moore sculpture was purchased from the
artist by the city’s Ferguson fund, and while
the University initiated the commission on the
occasion of the 25th anniversary of Fermi’s
experiment and maintains the work, it is in
fact owned by the citizens of Chicago. Public
art by its very nature often requires multiple
institutions and people to mount joint efforts,
which can be challenging for those involved
and also for the quality of the art—art by
consensus often unfortunately ends up being
just bad art. That said, I am proud of the way
our University’s Office of Civic Engagement
has partnered with local community members
to help conserve numerous murals on the
South Side of Chicago.

And then there are two pairings that are the
most beautiful mid-century ensembles of

art and architecture I have ever seen and I
get to live with these in walking distance
from my office. One is Chicago artist Ruth
Duckworth’s intimate but powerful ceramic
lobby for our brutalist geophysical science
building designed by I.W. Colburn: it doesn’t
want to let you pass through but has you

pause, it kind of sucks me up every time I go.

Or Russian constructivist Antoine Pevsner’s
bronze sculpture, “Construction in Space
and in the Third and Fourth Dimension,”
commissioned for Eero Saarinen’s Law
School Quadrangle, notably at the architect’s
request.

It would be impossible to pull off in this day
and age. Architects can be control freaks
but they are also experts in creating and
shaping space and materials at a large scale;
at that moment in time at mid-century, in the
city of Chicago but also all over the United
States, the government and institutions like

universities respected, even deferred to,
contemporaneous architecture and architects,
they embraced architects’ utopian beliefs

in communal buildings and spaces made
from newly possible forms and materials
reflecting and constructing advanced,
democratic societies. You can see these

now historic ensembles still flourishing on
many university campuses and even in the
government buildings in Washington DC. As
for the Pevsner and Saarinen coupling, I love
the dialogue of ridged textures at different
scales, and the way the sculpture’s hyperbolic
curves mirror the sheltered, ambulatory
experience of the building complex. It still
has an otherworldly feel to it and is one of
the most beautiful spaces on our campus. My
Law School colleagues are so lucky.

Pan Li: Can you specifically talk about the
relationship between campus public art and
the educational philosophy and educational
practice of a world-renowned university like
the University of Chicago?

Christine Mehring: What a great question!
It’s that close relationship to our university’s
mission and commitments, to the production
and challenge of knowledge and to rigorous
inquiry, that first had me advocate for
showcasing the public art we have on our
campus. About eight years ago, all we had
was a pdf listing a fraction of our “campus
art;” today we have a public art website that
I worked on with two seminars and that
features student-researched and -written texts
(https://arts.uchicago.edu/public-art). I was
fortunate to work with university leaders
who saw the potential when it was far from
obvious, especially Daniel Diermeier (former
Provost), David Fithian (former Executive
Vice President), Bill Brown (former Senior
Advisor to Provost for Arts), and Bill Michel
(who wears many hats and runs our Logan
Center for the Arts).

Public art challenges and perplexes, in
intellectual and sensual ways; it prompts
your curiosity and raises your spatial,
material, and/or historical awareness of your
surrounding; it also teaches us to return to
something and look at it in different ways,
discover new aspects and perspectives. In
fact, public art extends the intellectual life of
the university beyond classrooms, libraries,
and labs, and into our everyday life. Public
art also creates and shapes community, on our
campus and between our university and the
surrounding neighborhoods, in the present

and across time, it connects us with those
who came before us and with those we share
common spaces with today; along those lines,
public art also shapes memories, especially of
the many students at such a formative time in
their lives.

I have intense memories of the Ellsworth
Kelly sculpture installed at the Luis Sert
apartment building I lived in as a graduate
student at Harvard University. All my
work on public art at the University of
Chicago has been driven by my belief that
it is a quintessentially UChicago art form,
promoting “inquiry and impact,” to quote
our President’s motto: it challenges us to
look and think, and it is accessible to anyone,
even during a pandemic! Paying weekly
visits to our newest addition to the public
art collection, Richard Serra’s “Seattle
Right Angles Propped,” installed smack in
the middle of our museum and art history
department courtyard, has nourished my
need for art over almost a year of museum
closures.

Pan Li: In today’s contemporary art world,
where conceptual art and participatory art
prospers, it seems that the biggest challenge
public art faces is how to transcend the
limitations of institutional entities and
maintain a relationship, a dialogue, with
people in a human environment that is
constantly changing. What do you think about
public art as objects and public art as events?

Christine Mehring: When it comes to
accessibility, I am not sure I see much of

a difference between public art as object

or event, actually. So, speaking first to

the question of reaching broad audiences,
beyond institutional limitations: that’s what
all public art indeed is all about. Public art
is a challenging and exciting form of art that
brings together different stakeholders and
opinions, because it is just that: public art.
It is a way for the general public, art experts
like curators and art historians, architects
and urban designers, various branches

of municipal government or any type of
institution, to figure out what art can be
and can do, to test and perhaps define their
past, present, and future as a community.
Here at the university, my work on public
art has always involved a large number of
very different audiences and units—staff,
faculty, students, and leadership; architects,
landscapers, and facilities; lawyers, civic
engagement and global engagement;
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communications and alumni relations; and
many other highly specialized ones, like our
parking office, registrars, or IT services.

But coming back to the “bad consensus

art,” it’s also important to remember two
things. One, that there has to be a place for
art expertise. As an art historian researching
non-traditional materials, I might be a

good person to ask about what to do with a
“concrete car” in storage; I love the challenge
to explain why a 1957 Cadillac cast in
concrete is art, and if I cannot explain it, I
shouldn’t be teaching art history. Second,
that each work can always only be one piece,
one perspective, one moment. Over time,
public art, like architecture, begins to layer
and present the thrilling diversity of urban
histories, environments, communities, and
identities. Making public art truly “public”,
namely making it relevant to many people,
in the present and future, is not just the task
of artists and those who commission public
art, but also that of viewers, who must allow
themselves to be challenged. For me, the
most boring and irrelevant public art is the
one I expect to see.

Now, back to your great question about
public art as object versus event. | admit

as an art historian and curator I have a bias
for objects, they appeal to my passion for
materials and all things visual (color, scale,
texture). But I am also very interested in the
potential of new media for public art (like the
AR app commission by Jenny Holzer we just
finished, which so beautifully animated some
of our architectural gems on campus). One
of the great things about public art is that,

in most cases, you can safely touch and see
it, interact with it, and do so very frequently
when you live or work nearby. That is a very
special way of experiencing art, to have

it grow on and with you. But it has been
exciting to see more participatory public

art forms come about over the last decades,
event-based and performance art, that goes
back at least as far as Joseph Beuys’s vision
for “social sculpture” and his many outdoor
performances; the recent so-called relational
aesthetics or public practice art is very much
indebted to his legacy.

On that note: one of the most significant
“public art” developments here at the
University has been my colleague Theaster
Gates’ tentacular art, as I like to think of it,
because it extends into so many different
realms. Indebted to our alumnus Dan
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Peterman’s practice and especially Dan’s
ingenious Experimental Station, Theaster’s
work evolved from his initial position in

the University’s arts programming years

ago, a pre-history of his work that someone

I hope one day will research and document
in detail. From there, it has become a
groundbreaking art practice that—in the form
of his early live and work spaces “Dorchester
Projects” here on the South Side, his Rebuild
Foundation, and the Arts and Public Life
Initiative Theaster founded in partnership
with the University—encompasses numerous
buildings, architectural conservation and
adaptation, historical and material culture
collections, public services, cultural events,
youth apprenticeships—you name it. [
suppose what I love most about Theaster’s
work is the way it straddles this divide
between public art as object, as event, and

as preservation; in some ways, his work is

a way of rescuing past objects threatened

by extinction into the future, what Sean
Keller and I in an essay on Theaster’s work
called “rebuilding the future.” Likewise,

as a historian and curator of public art, it

is my passion and responsibility to test the
relevance of historic public art for the present
and future, and “events” are certainly one
way of doing so. That’s what my efforts
towards conserving Wolf Vostell’s colossal
public sculpture “Concrete Traffic”, and
curating a year of programming to celebrate
its return, were all about.

Pan Li: “His experiments with concrete
are a formally stunning exploration of the
signifying potentials of a material that
defined the shape of the twentieth century—
its everyday urban experience—like few
others. Concrete Traffic's recent rediscovery
underscores how much we still have to learn
about the transformations and transpositions
of neo-avant-garde strategies across vastly
disparate sites and, indeed, the world.” 1
am very interested in what you said in your
essay about “Concrete Traffic” in Artforum
magazine. It can be said that it not only
summarizes the meaning of Vostell’s art in
the past and the future, but it is also relevant
to trends in contemporary art. Can you
elaborate on this point? In other words, can
you also talk about the meaning of "Concrete
Traffic" and its relationship to Vostell’s art
from your perspective?

Christine Mehring: That “Concrete Traffic”
was made from concrete was certainly the
most interesting and challenging aspect of
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that work, and much of the conservation
effort and programming focused on that
material. One of my art historical research
interests are non-traditional materials—

art made from plastics and other materials
invented in, or defining, the 20th century,

art made from everyday, distinctly non-

art materials like animals (say Robert
Rauschenberg, Damien Hirst), chocolate
(Dieter Roth, Paul McCarthy), fat and
printed fabrics (Joseph Beuys’ and Sigmar
Polke’s signature materials respectively),
you name it. The leading argument about
Marcel Duchamp’s invention of the “ready-
made” has been that it questioned the values
of originality and uniqueness and drew
attention to the institutional definition and
value of art; alas pushed to its conclusion,
that meant all that mattered was these objects
were industrially, (al)ready-made— nothing
more. And yet all these artists across the 20th
century used materials for their particular
significances and resonances, for example,
for the ways in which these materials brought
historically specific, by no means always
univocal, meanings to their art making; they
used them to play with the different meanings
of certain materials at different points in time
and in different contexts.

So, Vostell used concrete for its strength

and even aggressive and destructive nature,
for sure, but also as a way of protecting and
conserving postwar industrial objects for

the future; he used it to draw attention to the
anonymity and sameness of an increasingly
international and urban world, but also
explored more culturally specific meanings,
say the resonance of concrete with the German
division and the Berlin Wall. Concrete is

far from a mere “avant-garde” ready-made
here. Nor is it a mere “neo-avantgarde”
repetition of what prewar artists had already
done. Concrete in Vostell’s hands is very
much a postwar material, associated with
‘World War II bunkers and reconstruction,
with the Cold War and the Iron Curtain in the
form of the Wall, with Brutalist architecture
and global urban expansion. I am currently
researching such meanings of materials
especially in the context of fifties, sixties, and
seventies Europe, where material sensibilities
were shaped by a “postwar” mentality

and the context of deprivation and need,
reconstruction and economic miracle; some
of my first work to this end recently appeared
in the exhibition catalogue for “The Allure
of Matter: Material Art from China,” curated

by my colleagues Wu Hung and Orianna
Cacchione at our University’s Smart Museum
of Art, in part because Wu Hung first drew
my attention to the many similarities between
postwar European art and Chinese art since
the nineties.

Pan Li: German artist Joseph Beuys
advocated interpreting contemporary art

as "social sculpture" and he has been very
important for many Chinese artists. As a
German-born scholar, can you talk about
how this concept connects contemporary art
with public art? How do you think about the
relationship between contemporary art and
public art? Can it be said that public art is a
direction and outlet for contemporary art?

Christine Mehring: Oh yes, since that
postwar explosion of non-traditional
materials, there’s been an even greater
proliferation in more contemporary art of
the kinds of materials artists (re)use for their
art. We should think about that as potentially
significant too, not least in our digital and
now pandemic age, where we have become
so deprived of everything material: touch,
textures, scale, say the temperature, weight,
and solidity of materials. Again, this is
where public art comes in: we can touch it
and add a whole other sensual dimension to
“visual” art. And coming back to your great
question about public art as object and public
art as event: public art “as object”, with its
materiality and appeal to tactility and its ties
into everyday life, opens up to and compels us
to find ways of animating historic public art
with programmed events or even new artist’s
commissions—bringing it into the present
and bringing new layers of relevance to it. |
do think that’s where Beuys comes in, with
his shared interests in meaningful materials
(fat, felt, and wax, above all) and the work of
“social sculpture,” a phrase meant both in the
sense of a public art and a publicly relevant
art. Though I would say there are only few
works where he successfully merged those
interests.

Pan Li: You worked for a long time with a
large team of outside specialists, students, and
University colleagues to conserve the work
“Concrete Traffic.” Now it is placed in the
entrance of the parking garage in the north

of your campus, on the edge of the campus,
as far as [ know. Could you please talk about
how this work continues to play an artistic
role in such an inconspicuous position after

a yearlong series of highly visible artistic

13. Henry Moore, Nuclear Energy, installed 1967,
in front of the Joe and Rika Mansueto Library,
The University of Chicago. Photo by Tom Rossiter.
14. Helen Mirra, Instance the determination, 2006,
text in Classics Building, The University of
Chicago. Photo by Maria Perkovic.

activities?

Christine Mehring: It was an epic project,
it seems, some six years of work and almost
twenty collaborators at various stages, and
it’s not over; my research associate on that
project, Lisa Zaher, and I are still completing
a book anthology about Vostell and
concrete, with contributions from many key
collaborators, including especially Christian
Scheidemann, a conservator specializing

in just those non-traditional materials I am
interested in too.

And yes, we worked on a fantastic year-
long program, with three exhibitions, Fluxus
performances, two symposia, a parade of the
sculpture through the city and returning to
campus, and more, again thanks to incredible
support from University leadership. And
you’re right to wonder about the contrast
with its inconspicuous position on campus:
it is parked in a regular parking place in the
entrance to the main but rather unremarkable
parking structure for the University, next to
other parked cars, with cars going in and out
all day and with passers-by walking from
their car to work, to the dorm nearby, or

the Smart Museum. But that was the point,
for Vostell and for me. Our task was to find
a new site that was, one, in keeping with
artistic intent (our mantra became: “it has

to be where a real car could be,” because it
originally had been on a parking lot near the
Museum of Contemporary Art, which had
commissioned it in 1970); two, that did not
expose the sculpture to further unnecessary
decay (on the street in rough Chicago winters
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and with snow ploughs salting the vintage
car tires was out of the question); and three,
one that was acceptable to all the University
stakeholders (it certainly wasn’t in keeping
with our neo-Gothic architecture and
gorgeous landscaping).

Once we became clearer about all the sites it
could not be, Christian and I quickly settled
on the garage, and I remain convinced the late
Vostell would be enormously happy with and
proud of it in that very spot. Probably half the
people who drive or walk by do not notice

it: it is indeed inconspicuous to the point of
invisible, reinforced by the concrete parking
garage enveloping the concrete sculpture—
though the type of concrete is remarkably
different, Vostell’s is so mid-century and
“hand-made” on site, the garage’s is synthetic
and mass fabricated. But that is part of the
point: you hardly notice it, but when you do,
it’s intensely jarring, surprising, beautiful,
perhaps to some appalling. It’s the kind of
challenging art I talked about earlier, the one
that really makes you stop and wonder, and
begin to think about concrete, traffic, arrested
motion, aging, our urban environment, and so
forth.

Pan Li: Recently, you have led Jenny
Holzer’s campus public art project "YOU BE
MY ALLY". Can you explain the relationship
between the title YOU BE MY ALLY and the
content of the artwork? What is the main idea
of this title?

Christine Mehring: It was Jenny’s pick
and, in keeping with many of her other
titles, it came from one of the 29 quotes she
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15. Antoine Pevsner, Construction in Space and in
the Third and Fourth Dimensions, installed 1964,
in front of the Laird Bell Law Quadrangle. Photo
by Tom Rossiter.
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incorporated into the artwork, the last line
of'a Sappho fragment as translated by the
poet, Classicist, and translator Anne Carson.
Let me say something about the origin of

all those quotes first before saying more
about the title’s significance, because it gets
to the heart of this incredible commission.

In summer 2019, Jenny, who studied in our
College for two years from 1970-1972, was
awarded our University’s Rosenberger Medal
for outstanding artistic achievement. On that
visit, our curator of public art, Laura Steward,
and Jenny walked the campus and cooked

up the idea of creating a new public artwork.
We initially researched and explored several
topics for the sources of her writing-based art,
and eventually settled on UChicago’s distinct
College Core Curriculum, which teaches

our students to think critically, not what to
think but many different ways of thinking, by
means of the shared reading and discussion
of a “Core” set of texts that includes classics
of Western Civilization but has also evolved

to reflect a more global perspective. Jenny
wanted students and instructors to submit
texts that were meaningful to them, we spent
half a year gathering those, increasingly
following Jenny’s interest in the voices of
women and diverse voices. But the surprising
and exciting part was Jenny’s generous and
collaborative attitude: getting to the final
selection of quotes was a back and forth
process between the artist, studio, and our
university team, which included a total of ten
students over the life of the project. It was
wonderful collaborating with an artist who
was genuinely curious about our students,
and as invested in empowering the next
generation as [ am as a teacher.

As to the significance of the particular title
quote, YOU BE MY ALLY. For one, it speaks
to the very work of our Core curriculum
constantly reinventing itself: here’s the voice
of a female poet from classical antiquity
traditionally dominated by male voices,
calling upon others, including the reader,

to become an ally. Then, it’s also a call to
collaborate, as Jenny did with us, as we

all did with students and faculty, and as

our team did with so many partners at the
University, especially the Dean and Master
of the College, John Boyer and Christopher
Wild. And of course, it can also be read as

a call for finding common ground in the
divided political and social landscape of the
United States, though also, given the way
“allyship” has been understood recently, a
call for empathy, to advocate on behalf of
those who are trying to find their voice, who
may not have power, who cannot advocate
for themselves. For me, bringing Jenny’s
writing based-work to campus was also a
way of bringing an art historical ally for
another campus art work I have just started
trying to conserve, Helen Mirra’s “Instance
the Determination,” which consists of quotes
from John Dewey and Jane Addams painted
with a stencil in different University buildings,
and originally commissioned by our Franke
Institute for the Humanities, under the great
Jim Chandler, as a conference contribution,
believe it or not!

But you also asked about the relationship of
the title to the artwork itself, which was a
web-based, mobile AR app that allowed you
to virtually project these quotes onto seven
university buildings (including the fabulous
Saarinen Law School!) and also anywhere

in your surroundings, outside and inside,
including in your home. In that sense, YOU
BE MY ALLY had so many other dimensions.
For example, it was a way of speaking to a
particular context or object you projected on,
making it yours, making it your ally in your
own pursuits, but also a way of that context
or object speaking back to you, the app user,
asking you to be their ally. Overall, the AR
app as a medium was also very much one
about truth and illusion: it was so jarring
seeing this text appear in the camera of your
phone, while seeing it wasn’t really there
wherever you projected it. For me, it started a
dialogue with the entire history of illusionism
in art and with our era of social media and
“fake news.” And so the call YOU BE MY
ALLY was also a call for truth, which has
always been important to Jenny Holzer’s art.
I have always loved and respected her work,
and what an honor it was to work with her,
let alone do a small part to bring about a new,
groundbreaking artwork of hers.

Pan Li: From "Concrete Traffic" to "YOU
BE MY ALLY", is there any potential

connection between the two campus public
art projects? How do they reflect artistic
propositions that you insist on?

Christine Mehring: In each case, it was an
extensive process of addressing the needs

and desires and potential of so many different
university stakeholders, and working closely
with our now well-functioning public art
committee, which came about as a result of
the Vostell project. For Holzer, we ran a series
of townhall meetings to talk with everyone
across University staff and leadership about
the commission, gather feedback, and feed

it back into the creation and shaping of the
work. But I suppose each artwork, whether
made from concrete and a Cadillac or from an
AR app, also pushes the boundaries of what
public art can be, its media and its audiences.
And each in their own way engaged our
urban environment in unexpected ways.

So maybe they each brought a piece of that
trailblazing kind of public art I grew up with
to the United States.

Pan Li: Public Art is the only periodical on
public art in China, which is cosponsored by
Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts and Shanghai
Painting and Calligraphy Publishing House. It
has a wide range of influence in China. Public
art is also playing an increasingly important
role in social change of China today. On this
topic, do you have anything else you would
like to say to Chinese readers?

Christine Mehring: Public art, because it is
public and because it has accumulated over
time, asks us to take a hard look at ourselves,
at the way we communally connect with our
history and express our society, critically and
constructively. That includes understanding
and assessing which public art works, and
which parts of our histories, need to be
reconsidered, reframed, even removed.

In recent years, many North American
communities have wrestled with the racist
legacies of confederate and other monuments
all over our cities, in the Southern United
States but also here in the North. Last year,
the mayor of Chicago decided to remove
temporarily two statues of Christopher
Columbus and shortly thereafter announced
“a racial healing and historical reckoning
project,” forming a commission to review
Chicago’s monuments and to commission
“temporary public artworks that focus on a
broader range of topics around COVID-19,
inequality and racial reconciliation.” There
are so many problematic and therefore

75

significant art works we need to come to
terms with, for example, the native American
representations in the lobby of Chicago’s
Marquette Building. I firmly believe the best
way forward must build on expert research,
conversations with and among stakeholders,
and considered debate.

I also feel strongly that we must avoid
jumping to conclusions and embrace the
co-existence of multiple, different, even
temporary solutions. There is no one solution
to this complex set of problems. As a German
citizen and art historian working on 20th
century German art, among other things, I
have been puzzled, shocked at times, by the
enormous historical delays in coming to terms
with the histories and legacies of racism in
this country. As someone who in my youth
was impatient with Germany’s lacking, or

at least slow, “working through the past”,

as Theodor Adorno famously put it, I have
come to realize looking back that our postwar
debates in Germany in the wake of World
War II and also following the fall of the

wall provided a remarkable set of examples:
the historic preservation of concentration
camps (including devasting installations,

for example of victims’ hair), national

and municipal commissions of Holocaust
memorials in many German cities (Peter
Eisenman’s Holocaust memorial in Berlin but
also many lesser known ones such as Esther
and Jochen Gerz’s gradually disappearing
“Monument against Fascism” in Hamburg),
and the reframing, whether in the context of
on-site conservation and/or removal, of East
German monuments after 1989 (as in the
brilliant and highly educational installation
of formerly public German monuments at

the Spandau Zitadelle). Our shared interests
in these histories and examples inspired my
SAIC colleague and fellow public art scholar
Mechtild Widrich and I some years ago to
organize a series of symposia, entitled “Down
with Monuments?,” to bring historical depth
and global perspectives to these issues so
pressing in the United States right now;
different cultures can and must learn from
one another.
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