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1 Mnemotopes: Emergence and Existence
Between Heaven and Earth

To take a site: present tracings, outlines, figments, apparitions,
X-rays of thoughts. Meditations on the sense of erasures.

To fabricate a construction of time.

(John Hejduk, Victims, 1986)

Human memory tends to form deep connections with particular
places and landscapes, so that it sometimes seems inseparable from
specific sets of coordinates. Some territories and locations exist
simultaneously in the physical world and in the realm of collective
memory. These spaces can be defined as places of worship, landscapes
where national tragedies or triumphs have occurred, points in space
where the evidence of collective trauma is concentrated, or something
else entirely. They are immovable, alluring parts of cultural and
social memory.

In this article we call such places ‘mnemotopes’. Interest in this
cultural phenomenon and theoretical construct has been observed
in literature since the mid-twentieth century, though the term
‘mnemotope’ was first used to describe it just over thirty years ago
(Van Rookhuijzen 2019, 5-8).

Mnemotopes were first defined as a specific concept in Cultural
Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political
Imagination, a book by the German cultural historian Jan Assmann
published in 1992. In the chapter titled “Memory Landscapes:
The ‘Mnemotope’ of Palestine” Assmann, describing the universal
importance of creating an imaginary space within the framework of
mnemotechnics, which gave birth to palaces and theatres of memory,
emphasizes the existence of real spaces, locations, and landscapes,
which become “mediums for cultural memory” and move into a new
mode of existence (Assmann 2011, 44). In this manner mnemotopes
exist simultaneously in the physical world and in collective memory,
as they acquire a meaning that is understood and shared by large
groups of people, thus turning into a sign and becoming ‘semiotized’.

Assmann (2011, 44) describes sacred landscapes such as
Palestine and the city of Rome as, inter alia, “topographical texts of
cultural memory, that is, ‘mnemotopes’ or places of memory”. Here,
however, it is important to emphasize the distinction between the
concepts of ‘mnemotope’ and ‘place of memory’, der Geddchtnisort
or lieu de mémoire, which may seem synonymous. The importance
of distinguishing between these concepts is also identified in the
definition of mnemotope in the interdisciplinary lexicon Geddchtnis
und Erinnerung, published in 2001. There we find one of the first
detailed descriptions of a mnemotope as a theoretical construct:
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Mnemotopes differ both from the concept of singular ‘places of
memory’ and from spatially oriented models of mnemotechnics
that posit their contents in an imaginary space. (Pethes, Ruchatz
2001, 383)*

An important characteristic of mnemotopes, which distinguishes
them from places of memory in Pierre Nora’s original understanding,
is the fact that mnemotopes must exist in the physical world. Their
integral part is a certain territory, location, place, with which they
are connected and on which they are superimposed, as if “tracing
papers”, layers of memories and symbolic meaning (Vaneyan 2012,
329).

In ancient mnemotechnic places, loci, are compared to wax tablets
that can be used to record an infinite number of things, provided
that the old records are erased (Yates 1966, 7). In case of existing
locations and landscapes on which memories are ‘recorded’ and
with which they are associated this state of being imparts to the
mnemotope the character of continuity and endurance.

This mode of existence also determines the intermedial position
of a mnemotope “between Heaven and Earth” (Pethes, Ruchatz 2001,
383) and echoes Martin Heidegger’s description of the bridge’s
capacity to be a place (der Ort) and simultaneously to create a place;
both, the bridge and the created location, unite the Fourfold (das
Geviert) of heaven, earth, mortals, and deities:

In its own way, the bridge unites earth and heaven, the divine and
the mortal. [...] So the bridge does not simply arise in a place, but
rather this place arises from the bridge itself. It is a thing that
gathers the Fourfold, but gathers it in a way that creates a place
for the Fourfold. (Heidegger 2000, 155-6)

The space of a mnemotope, acting as a sign, strives for homogeneity.
At the same time, by its very nature, in consolidating in itself the
‘real’ landscape and the memories associated with it, as well as
having the potential to act simultaneously as a place of hierophany
and a reminder of it, the space of a mnemotope is heterogeneous and
non-uniform. Thus, mnemotopes exist at the intersection of religious
(heterogeneous) and profane (homogeneous) modes of perception
of space, according to how they are described by the philosopher
Mircea Eliade:

When the sacred manifests itselfin any hierophany, there is not only
a break in the homogeneity of space; there is also revelation of an

1 Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by the Author.
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absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding
expanse. [...] For profane experience, on the contrary, space is
homogeneous and neutral; no break qualitatively differentiates
the various parts of its mass. (Eliade 1955, 21-2)

The emergence of sacred spaces that determine the heterogeneous
nature of the world makes it possible to overcome the ‘chaos of
homogeneity’, to fixate and orient oneself in space, which, as a
consequence, ceases to be relative. It is with the emergence of
these fixed spatial points that Eliade associates the possibility for
a religious person to begin “living in a real sense” (Eliade 1955,
23). This conclusion echoes Heidegger’s idea of the need for the
emergence of a place (der Ort) where heaven and earth, mortals and
deities will unite, and in harmony with which a person can begin to
‘dwell’. In a similar way, it is possible to describe the nature of the
emergence of mnemotopes as certain fixed spatial points that exist
simultaneously in several dimensions, as well as being integral signs
and keys to collective and personal memory.

Mnemotopes cannot be created intentionally as they “do not
arise at the will of customers (Auftraggebern) or by decision of
institutions - they are supposedly always already ‘there’, from the
moment when the event occurred, which is remembered in this place”
(Stein-Holkeskamp, Holkeskamp 2010, 135). However, along with the
impossibility of a targeted creation or a cardinal alteration, it is also
practically impossible to destroy a mnemotope. Maurice Halbwachs
(1944, 162-5) writes that even in the case of a conscious attempt to
erase a mnemotope from the face of the earth, its ‘material frame’
(cadre matériel) does not disappear. The destruction of architectural
monuments and other such intrusions into the space of a mnemotope
are ‘recorded’ in human memory associated with the place, which
means that the mnemotope primarily only ‘expands’ due to attempts
to invade the material plane of memory concentrated in its space.

Here we find ourselves facing a theoretical difficulty: by definition,
the emergence and existence of mnemotopes does not depend
on what is located on their territory, but at the same time, the
natural and urban markers mapping and delineating the surface
of a mnemotope are undoubtedly parts of its whole. A mnemotope
has spatial characteristics in physical reality and it is difficult to
characterize, without resorting to the features of the landscape
or urban development, how it can leave an impression on a person
visiting it. According to the hypothesis we propose, a mnemotope
may serve as a theoretical construct for examining the influence of
collective and personal memory inextricably linked to a particular
space on architectural projects created for its territory.
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2 Berlin as a Green Archipelago

Most places that are considered to be examples of mnemotopes hold
sacred status within various religions. Jan Assmann (2011, 44) writes
about the sacred landscape of Rome, the roads of the Ancient East
along which ritual processions passed, the “totemic landscapes”
of the indigenous peoples of Australia, and so on. However, in the
literature devoted to memory studies we also find mentions of the
existence of profane mnemotopes. The city of Berlin as a whole, as
well as certain parts of it, most frequently serves as an example of
such a space, regarded as a site of the highest concentration of events
and collective trauma experienced in the twentieth century (Diinne,
Mahler 2015, 199).

To illustrate the possible influence of mnemotopes on architectural
design, in this article we will turn to the project by the German
architect Oswald Matthias Ungers Berlin as a Green Archipelago
[fig. 1]. The project was formally initiated at the Cornell University
summer school, which took place in Berlin in 1977. The architect,
theorist and teacher Oswald Matthias Ungers, with the participation
of architects Rem Koolhaas, Peter Riemann, Hans Kollhoff and Arthur
Ovaska, published the project manifesto, which, at Ungers’s initiative,
was originally released under the title The City in the City (Die Stadt
in der Stadt) (Ungers 2013, 11).

The City in the City is a project of the radical replanning of West
Berlin, a comprehensive intervention into its urban fabric, which was
intended to be a response to the ongoing depopulation of the divided,
half-ruined city (Aureli 2011, 177-8). The authors of the project
envisaged the city’s transformation into a network of ‘islands’, which
in turn represented indivisible parts of the urban landscape, from
entire districts, such as Spandau, to particular streets or buildings
and their surrounding area, such as Schlof3strale or Gorlitzer
Bahnhof. The islands were to be united into an archipelago city,
while the empty spaces between them were to be filled with parks,
forests, public gardens, orchards, and hunting grounds (Ungers
et al. 1977, 88). Some of these ‘green interspaces’ covered areas
that were devastated by the bombings of the 1940s. However, the
buildings and districts that were not destroyed during the war but
were not considered as parts of the selected islands were supposed
to be demolished:
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A Green Archipelago’ proposed a theoretical Berlin whose future
was conceived through two diametrically opposed actions - the
reinforcement of those parts of the city that deserved it and the
destruction of those that did not. (Koolhaas 1995, 200)?2

Figurel

Oswald Matthias Ungers, Rem
Koolhaas, Peter Riemann, Hans
Kollhoff, Arthur Ovaska, Berlin as a
Green Archipelago. 1977. Site plan.
Image source: Ungers 1977

Describing the fortified, ‘positive’ (as opposed to empty, ‘negative’)
parts of the archipelago city, Ungers (1977, 86-8) and his co-authors
define them simultaneously as particularly important ‘urban zones’
that stand out from their surroundings, and as ‘structures’ that differ
radically from one another in form and content. In the 1977 manifesto,
Ungers also highlights the universality of the typological features of
these urban structures that stand out in the space of Berlin, briefly
describing the possibility of decomposing cities into typified fragments.
Ungers cites such examples as the design of Central Park in New York,
which can be superimposed without significant changes on the territory
of the Gorlitzer railway station. Another example is Ivan Leonidov’s
‘linear city’ competition proposal for the town of Magnitogorsk,
typologically similar to the development of Unter den Eichen street.
The illustrated descriptions of such structures, which can be found
repeated in cities and architectural projects of different periods around
the world, is an example of Unger’s turn to Gestalt theory. This allows
one to identify patterns and reason about the embodiment of human
thinking in architecture, the deliberate endowment of monuments with
a Gestalterische Idee (Schrijver 2021, 100).

2 Unless otherwise stated, italics are the Author’s emphasis.
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The universality of the structures that form the islands of the
archipelago city coexists in the project’s manifesto with the assertion
of a high degree of their uniqueness. In order to decide which parts
of the urban fabric are to be conserved, it is necessary to find and
select a number of “so-called identity-spaces” whose immediate
identity is to be preserved together with the history, social structure,
and the ecological features of the place (Ungers et al. 1977, 88). It
is worth noting that in the draught text of the manifesto The City
in the City, written by Rem Koolhaas in June-July 1977, the islands
of the archipelago city are defined not as “identity-spaces”, but as
“areas that already have a strong existing entity” (Ungers 2013,
12-23). However, the influence of the phenomenon of mnemotopes,
primarily the mnemotope of West Berlin, should, in our opinion, be
seen not in these islands (entities, ‘identity-spaces’), but rather in the
empty ‘negative’ green interspaces of the archipelago city, stretching
between its islands.

3 On the Natural History of Emptiness

Berlin, as we mentioned earlier, at the time of the inception of The
City in the City project, still bore tangible traces of the large-scale
destruction of the Second World War. In the 1940s, primarily during
aerial bombings, according to various sources, from a third to a
half of the capital’s urban area was destroyed, and a third of the
apartments in the city were uninhabitable (Ladd 2005, 118). About
twenty-two percent of the urban landscape in West Berlin was razed
to the ground. After 1945, the entire city was covered with more
than 55 million cubic meters of ruins (Diefendorf 1993, 14-15). The
German writer W.G. Sebald begins his 1997 Zurich lectures Air War
and Literature, included in the collection of essays titled On the
Natural History of Destruction, with a description of the destruction
of German cities:

Today it is hard to form an even partly adequate idea of the extent
of the devastation suffered by the cities of Germany in the last
years of the Second World War, still harder to think about the
horrors involved in that devastation. (Sebald 2003, 3)

Born in 1926 in Kaisersesch, Oswald Matthias Ungers’ architectural
training took place in a devastated Germany, which was choosing the
path of its revival between two main directions: the restoration of
local architectural and cultural traditions in the recovering cities,
or an opposite path of rejection of any associations with the past,
the almost any manifestations of which could be associatively or
directly connected with the legacy of the Third Reich (Aureli 2011,
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177-8). Ungers himself considered personal memories, his “places of
memory”, an important part of any architect’s projects, which allows
one to avoid an intellectual vacuum and confusion.?

In the 1977 manifesto of the project, Ungers criticizes the desire
to restore the destroyed city to its former state, re-establishing “its
former historic substance and configuration”: the architect calls this
approach to urban design illusory and a result of a misinterpreted
wave of nostalgia (Ungers et al. 1977, 83). Thus, excluding all the
most common restoration practices, we inevitably return to the idea
of emptiness, which these projects try to fill in the shortest possible
time.

Years after the war, having practically disappeared from the
physical plane of the cities, the ruins remained in the minds of the
population as one of the most illustrative pieces of evidence of the
national tragedy. This evidence, however, was difficult to interpret.
In the aforementioned Zurich lectures, W.G. Sebald discusses the
paradoxical attitude of the Germans to the destruction that surrounded
them, as if it did not leave a commensurate trace in the consciousness
of the Germans (Sebald 2003, 4-11). Aleida Assmann (2006, 184-94),
commenting, in particular, on Sebald’s bewilderment about the lack
of a worthy reflection in German literature of the “painful traces
of the bomb-war” (Schmerzensspur des Bombenkriegs), points to
the latent phase of experiencing trauma, which in Germany had a
nationwide character. Gradually, the themes of deportations, the
Bombenkrieg and the fragmentary existence of the country began to
occupy more space in the memorial discourse: researchers attribute
the main shifts in working with traumatic experience and changes in
the public perception of the topic of German victims to the end of the
twentieth - beginning of the twenty-first century (189-94).

As a result, in Germany, between the destruction and losses of
incredible proportions and the moment of relative awareness of the
violence experienced, a ‘gap’ was created that lasted for several
decades. In order to avoid severe re-traumatising affects, contact
with information about the traumatic events was avoided, and thus
they were temporarily excluded from the collective memory (Liebsch,
Risen 2001, 141). The German writer Hans Nossack in his 1948 text
Der Untergang. Hamburg 1943 describes such repression:

Is it a difficulty? People try to act as if they were living as before.
[...] They know it’s only an illusion. They do not believe it. The
backdrop is missing, the illusion of reality. (Nossack 1981 136-7)

3 From the interview with O.M. Ungers by Chiara Visentin, filmed in 2004. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ELhWwgViMwU.
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As it was mentioned earlier mnemotopes as landscapes of memory of
which the physical planeis anintegral component are characterized by
the ability to ‘record’ traces of destruction in their multidimensional
space, prolonging in a new dimension the existence of features of
the urban and natural landscape that have disappeared from their
surface. Invasions into mnemotope’s physical space, including violent
acts, ultimately ‘expands’ the space it occupies in collective memory.

In this regard, the question should be raised about what
influence spaces of large-scale destruction have on projects for the
redevelopment of their territory, beyond attempts to block or displace
traumatic memories and transform these spaces into places of forced
national rebirth, where, in Sebald’s words, “a new, faceless reality”
is created (Sebald 2003, 7).

In our opinion, this ‘expansion’ of the mnemotope is reflected in the
critical ‘narrowing’ of the urban fabric in Ungers’s project. Berlin as
a Green Archipelago in its idea of an undeveloped public green space
on a territory marked by destruction creates a space for experiencing
trauma, the symptoms of which may appear only after many years.
Unlike Hans Scharoun’s ideas of turning Berlin into an ‘anti-city’,
where ruins will become scenery in a utopian pastoral (Aureli 2011,
191), Ungers’s ‘empty’ green spaces exclude the possibility of an
associative connection between the organic destruction of ruins by
plants and animals and the original act of violent destruction.

It should be noted that the relative emptiness of the green
interspaces in Ungers’ project is not entirely neutral. Firstly, in order
to clear these areas, according to the manifesto, it is necessary to
demolish part of existing buildings, which is a radical continuation
of previous destructive actions. Secondly, the very emphasized
absence of familiar elements of the urban landscape can become a
monument in itself: as an example of such use of emptiness, one can
cite Christian Boltanski’s 1990 Berlin project The Missing House,
emotional impact of which relies on the piercing effect of the absence
of something familiar.

In the development of Berlin as a Green Archipelago Oswald
Matthias Ungers and his co-authors relied not on the aesthetic
and historical characteristics of the city, but primarily on its social
and spatial patterns. The project bears, in our opinion, traces of
the influence of the mnemotope of West Berlin: in addition to the
identification of the ‘islands’ as limited and self-sufficient urban
structures, a significant part of the project is occupied by the work
with their surroundings, with the emptiness. This emptiness in the
space of the mnemotope outside its physical plane turns into a dense
and emotionally difficult to comprehend and experience zone of
dismantled ruins that have transitioned into a new mode of existence.
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4 Victims, 1984

The interaction of an architectural project with destroyed,
demolished, and no longer existing buildings, as well as with the
invisible dimensions of a mnemotope, can be shown using the example
of the 1984 project Victims by the American architect John Hejduk.

Until the end of the Second World War, the site where now the
Topography of Terror complex is located, housed the headquarters
of the Secret State Police (Gestapo) with its basement prison, the
SS Security Service, and the Reich Security Main Office. Tens of
thousands of political prisoners were interrogated and tortured in
these buildings before being transferred to other prisons or sent to
concentration camps (Bernardi 2023, 98). In 1983, several years before
the site became known as Topography of Terror, the architectural
competition for a memorial area and park for the residents of the
Kreuzberg district was announced (the Prinz-Albrecht-Palace
Competition). One hundred and ninety-four projects were submitted,
including one by John Hejduk.

Victims is a gesamtkunstwerk comprised of architectural, pictorial
and poetic elements. The peculiarities of their unification are related
both to the special temporality of the project and to the complexities
of architectural understanding of the heterogeneous space of
mnemotope, that exists simultaneously in several dimensions.

The materials of the unrealised Victims project were presented
at the Architectural Association exhibition of the same name in
London in 1986. The Architectural Association also published an
accompanying book with Hejduk’s sketches, drawings, plans and
explanatory texts, both prose and poetry.

In the introduction to the text published in 1986 Hejduk writes
that the main part of the memorial area should be surrounded by
two rows of hedges, between which a trolley would constantly move
in a circle, and a single drawbridge would be thrown across the
laid tracks into the main area (Hejduk 1986; the published text does
not include pagination). The only way to enter the physical space of
the mnemotope would be precisely through this bridge - a symbol
that Martin Heidegger chooses to demonstrate how a ‘place’ can be
‘created’ (Heidegger 2000, 155-8).

Within the hedgerow surroundings, in the main space of the
memorial zone, 67 small architectural forms, the ‘characters’ of
this project, which Hejduk calls “structures”, can be erected in no
particular order. Although Hejduk delegates decisions about the
construction and placement of structures to the local government and
residents of Berlin, the plans for their placement on the site, which
he submits to the competition and later publishes with other project
materials, are fixed and unchangeable. In 2006 for the first time these
plans were compared with the plans of the destroyed buildings that
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belonged to the Gestapo and SS and were previously located on the
site, as well as with the features of the landscape, which no longer
existed at that time of the project’s inception [fig. 2].*

%

a

L
.
a5
i

Figure2 John Hejduk, Victims. 1984. Site plan. Image source: Hejduk 1986

When the plans are superimposed, it becomes clear that the placement
of the structures is not random and does not follow any abstract
compositional or narrative idea. Each object, each structure, has a
specific spatial relationship with the now non-existent traces of the
Nazi past and their surroundings - on the plans, Hejduk'’s structures
touch the corners of destroyed buildings, cross since disappeared
streams, and are placed in the voids between buildings, any traces
of which were absent on the surface at that time. Hejduk dissects
and reassembles a space that no longer exists, intervenes in ‘layers’
of the mnemotope with the help of his structures. Intervention in the
physical reality of the past is no longer available, so accordingly, an
intervention occurs in the plane of memory; Hejduk’s project provides
the tools for such an intervention.

John Hejduk’s poem Thoughts of an Architect, published in 1986
along with other project materials, also contains imagery of attempts
to study and understand a place and its mnemonic landscape on all

4 See John Hejduk: The Poetic Imagination as a Social Political Act (19 November
2021), a lecture by David Gersten given at the Italian Virtual Pavilion of the 17th Venice
Architecture Biennale. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=81-PgpBMiBo.

QuadernidiVenezia Arti9 | 111
Unveiling the Void: Erasure, Latency, Potentiality, 101-114


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=81-PgpBMiBo

Taisiya Zakharova
Berlin as a Mnemotope in the Architectural Projects of Oswald Mathias Ungers and John Hejduk

levels: “Erasures imply former existences. Drawings and tracings
are like the hands of the blind touching the surfaces of the face
in order to understand a sense of volume, depth and penetration”.
Hejduk perceived the space of the project and its intervention in the
mnemotope as possible only in suspended time; suspended time he,
in turn, called “solid space” (Hejduk 1986).

If we take into account our assumptions about its internal
structure, Victims can be considered as an example of a potentially
productive interconnection between an architectural project and a
mnemotope. Initially announced as a competition project for a park
and memorial area, Hejduk’s gesamtkunstwerk provides options for
interaction not only with collective memory, but also directly with
the space-time of a mnemotope. The architecture of Victims does
not try to directly convey the features and character of the place
and the traumatic memories associated with it, like conventional
monuments and memorials do - in our opinion, it has a significantly
greater potential.

5 Conclusion

Ungers'’s ‘islands’ and Hejduk’s ‘structures’ can be compared to each
other primarily due to the presence in each of them of an indivisible
internal structure, potentially active in relation to the space and the
people in it. They embody a gestalt, implying the possibility of its
reproduction and existence in another place and time. Independent
and mobile structures are in a special relationship with the locality
and site-specificity of both projects. In Victims they interact with
layers of memories and archaeological layers of the mnemotope.
In Berlin as a Green Archipelago the features of the structures (or
‘entities’) are inextricably linked to the urban landscape and history
of the site, simultaneously determining its character and being
determined by the environment.

The presence of architectural monuments or memorials on the
surface of a mnemotope is not a mandatory condition for its existence,
but the mnemotope, in our opinion, has the potential to invade
architectural projects, change them, and resist them. This process
can also be reversed: architecture can invade the space and time
of a mnemotope and operate not only in its physical plane, but also
in other dimensions. By examining architectural projects with the
theoretical construct of a mnemotope in mind, we can see how empty
spaces and disappeared buildings invade architectural drawings,
plans, and manifestos, and how architects operate in these complex
spaces that exist between Heaven and Earth.
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