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According to the Merriam Webster Dictionary graffiti is defined as
an “usually unauthorized writing or drawing on a public surface”.

After our long deliberation on the subject, we propose a modi-
fication of this definition that emphasizes how graffiti is not solely placed
without authorization in public spaces. As evidenced by our two case stu-
dies, graffiti can arise through means such as social projects in the first case
study “"How Graffiti Enriches the Landscape of Monuments” focused on
graffiti murals in the Thuringian town of Schmalkalden and commissions, as
in the second case "How Graffiti Expands the Topics Monuments Address”,
which looks at a school-based project in Wiirzburg. Furthermore, it is essen-
fial to highlight the arfistic aspect of graffiti, which, beyond mere primitive

markings, demands artistic precision and showcases the considerable ta-
lent of its creators.

According to the Merriam Webster Dictionary a monument is de-
fined as “a memorial stone or a building erected in remembrance of a
person or event” and “a lasting evidence, reminder, or example of someone
or something notable or great”.

We agree with this definition, but wish to partficularly emphasize
the second part that highlights how monuments do not solely refer to stone
sculptures but encompass various phenomena.

REMEMBERING THE PAST -
GRAFFITI AND/AS MONUMENTS

Following the definition of @ monument as “a memorial stone or a
building erected in remembrance of a person or event” and “a lasting evi-
dence, reminder, or example of someone or something notable or great”
(“Monument”, Merriam Webster), one such significant historical event in
German history is the Holocaust: the systematic persecution and extermi-
nation of Jews, especially during the Second World War. The Holocaust
is the reason for the construction of countless monuments that continue to
remind us of this cruel fime in cities around the world. The small Thuring-
ian town of Schmalkalden, which once had a thriving Jewish community,
also has various monuments including stumbling stones and information
plaques that commemorate Jewish life before the Holocaust and mark
the tragedy of the community’s destruction under National Socialism. At
the first glance, these monuments are similar fo those found in most Ger-
man towns. When taking a closer look, however, there is one aspect that
stands out while fracing Jewish history in the small town: a great number
of large-scale graffiti, also called murals, which not only add a unique ar-
fistic charm to the city but also carry deep and significant meaning: These
murals commemorate the persecution of Jews in the fown and throughout
Germany. They are not generally described or understood as monuments
like the previously mentioned plaques and stumbling stones. This raises
the question of why graffiti is often denied the status of a monument, even
though, in this case specifically, they fit the classical definition of a monu-
ment and have a unique impact on the process of remembrance.
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In this case study, my goal is to highlight the similarities and, more
importantly, the differences between traditional monuments and graffiti.
Therefore, | will use my personal exploration of Jewish history in the Thu-
ringian city as an example. After a short infroduction fo the town's Jewish
pasf, | am going to describe my journey through the city, following the

provided map (compare Fig. 1), while using photographic documentati-
on to illustrate the relationship between traditional monuments and graffiti
at former sites of Jewish life. Through this comparison, | aim to shed light
on the essential role as well as the limitations of graffiti in the process of
personal and public remembrance.

1 - The landscape of monuments in Schmalkalden

This self-made map displays all the mentioned locations in the

essay and the relationship between fraditional monuments and
graffiti in the city. The numbering indicates the sequence of the

monuments discussed in the essay.

A SMALL TOWN TOUR

The Jewish history of the town of Schmalkalden dates to the early
14th century. Later, in the 17th century, a synagogue and a mikveh, a tradi-
tional Jewish bath, were established. A Jewish school and cemetery were
also infegral parts of the town’s daily life until 1938. However, during
the so-called Kiristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass), now more common-
ly identified as Reichspog-
romnacht  (Reich  Pogrom
Night), the night of Novem-
ber 9th and 10th, 1938, all
of these were plundered
and destroyed. The syn-
agogue ended up being X e
demolished. In addition & SUERMEY ST Rt - 8
fo the numerous stumbling S5 & &,
stones that can be found
throughout the fown (com- RN G+
pare Fig. 2), the following
monuments and graffiti ser-
ve as reminders of the for-
mer Jewish community.

2 - Example for various Stumbling Stones
throughout the city

The depicted stumbling sfone commemorates the
Jewish girl, Paula Valk, who was murdered in 1944
at the age of 9.

The starting point for tracing Jewish history in Schmalkaden is the
street named Judengasse (Jews' Lane), with German towns and cities
naming their streets affer former ghetto or Jewish living spaces. Here, a
stone plaque (compare Fig. 3) commemorates the location of the former
synagogue. On the same street, you can find the mural The Sad Song by
the artist tagged GRAYK (compare Fig. 4). With knowledge of the town’s
history, one can initially assume that the graffiti is related to the synago-

S. Paul | How Graffiti Enriches the Landscape of Monuments | Case Study | p.3



Wirzburg+Flagler | Summer Term 2023 | WueGlobal Conversation Seminar | Monuments & Memory

gue. Affer a brief investigation and consulting the brochure on the Jewish
history of Schmalkalden, this initial impression is confirmed. The mural was
created in 2021 as part of the Gegen das Vergessen (Against Forgetting)
project commemorating 1700 years of Jewish Life in Germany and Q00
years of Jewish life in Thuringia. The work of the renowned graffiti arfist
powerfully and melancholically addresses the theme of migration, with the
frog figure symbolizing strength, rebirth, and the courage to explore the
world.

3 (left) - Stone plaque to remind of the synagogue
This stone memorial plaque in Judengasse commemorates the synagogue built
in 1622, which was demolished during the Kristallnacht on November 9, 1938.

4 (right) - Mural The Sad Song by GRAYK The mural depicis a frog play-
ing a guitar-like instrument in Judengasse. It was created in 2021 as part of the
Against Forgetting’ project and addresses the theme of migration.

The comparison of the traditional monument
and graffiti mural on this street already highlights one
of the most significant differences between them:
Graffiti, in addition to their potential for remembran-
ce, are a form of art that is visually accessible. Thus,
compared to a fraditional commemorative plague,
the message in graffiti is not immediately clear. It re-
quires prior knowledge to interpret the mural within
the context of Jewish tradition. Nevertheless, once
the message is understood, the large-scale artwork
is captivating and overshadows the plaque due to ifs
colours, realistic presentation, and simply ifs size. Furt-
hermore, it is accessible to people of all cultures, as it
does not rely on language like the German-langua-
ge plague and thus contributes significantly to both
individual and communal remembrance.
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Similar considerations apply to the former Jewish school and ce-
metery on NaherstillerstraBe (a street name that refers to a nearby town of
Schmalkalden called Néherstille), the second location on the map. Here
you will find traditional plaques (compare Figs. 5 and 6] commemorating
these historical sites by giving information about the locations and their
histories.

5 (left) - Information plaque Je-
wish School

The depicted information panel nar-
rates the history of the former Jewish
school.

6 (right) - Information plaque
Jewish Cemetery

The depicted information panel
briefly narrates the history of the
former Jewish cemetery and shows
a picture of the hisforic fombstones.

In contrast, the graffiti tited The Flock of Birds by the Israeli arfist
Know Hope adomns the wall of the former Jewish school (compare Fig. 7).
In combination with the information plaques, the flock of birds depicted
on the graffiti can be interpreted as a symbol of the desire to fill a vast
space and the artist combines the past, present, and future in this artwork.
As previously explained, graffiti, unlike information plaques, require inter-
prefation and prior knowledge. Nevertheless, they draw the attention of
passersby and pedestrians to the historical site of a former Jewish school,
which would likely be forgotten among other buildings without the graffiti.
Additionally, a significant difference between graffii and traditional mo-
numents becomes apparent, especially with this graffiti: the transience of
graffiti contrasted to the permanence of monument-like plaques. The fa-
cade of the former school building is deteriorating, and parts of the graffiti

have already been painted over. In contrast, traditional monuments made
of stone or metal are designed to last for efernity. Therefore, traditional
monuments often endure for hundreds of years, while graffiti succumb to
transience. This is precisely because graffiti, are not classified as monu-
ments and, therefore, receive less care and official protection.

affiti The Flock of Birds
offiti adorns the former Jewish school building with two hands
g for a flock of birds. Due to renovation work on the building
, a portion of the graffii has already been painted over.

S. Paul | How Graffiti Enriches the Landscape of Monuments | Case Study | p. 5




Wirzburg+Flagler | Summer Term 2023 | WueGlobal Conversation Seminar | Monuments & Memory

Amidst all the graffiti that require interpretation, one particular
graffiti in the city stands out: the one at the fourth and final point of our
tour, on HoffnungstraBe (Street of Hope) 38, directly across from the mik-

veh (Jewish ritual bath). While the mikveh remains hidden behind closed

8 - Mural The Day the Clown
Cried by CASE

The mural depicts a Jewish girl
dressed in a clown costume with
corresponding makeup. It alludes
fo an unreleased film by Jerry Lle-
wis, which tells the story of a clown
in a concenfration camp.

The groffiti The Day the Clown Cried by an artist identified by his
tag CASE (compare Fig. 8), found at the third stop of our city tour, also
requires interprefation and prior knowledge. Created as a part of the
Gegen das Vergessen project too, it references an unreleased film by
Jerry Llewis from 1972, which aftempted to tell the story of a clown in @
concentration camp. The artwork aims to highlight the ambivalence bet-
ween the seriousness of the Holocaust and the positive handling of the
past. Unlike the previous two examples, The Day the Clown Cried stands
on its own, without a fraditional monument nearby. Nevertheless, knowing
traditional symbols such as the costume of the girl reminiscent of the Jewish
tallit (prayer shawl), it can easily be interpreted and has a captivating ef-
fect due to its precise and realistic depiction of the girl in an unmistakable
size, evoking diverse emotions in the process of remembering.

doors and only reveals itself
as a monument upon closer
inspection. The mural Magda
Brown by the artist tagged
AKUT (compare Fig. 9), also
creafed as part of the Gegen
das Vergessen project, is im-
possible to ignore. It impres-
sively commemorates Holo-
caust survivor Magda Brown,
whose face fills the entire
building facade. The text pla-
ced on her face is directed ot
a school class within the graf-
fiti and honours Brown’s nu-
merous lectures about Jewish
life and her own past. The
lines written in German expli-
citly warn the viewer against
"hate, prejudice, and discri-
minafion”. Thus, examining
this graffiti disproves the issue
of graffiti's openness to inter-
prefation and illustrates how
graffiti, through arfistic preci-
sion, can fulfil all the import-
ant functions of @ monument.

9 - Mural Magda Brown by
AKUT

The mural features the face of
Magda Brown, a Holocaust
survivor who shared her sfo-
ry with people unfil the end of
her days. The German words
on it read: | share my sfory fo
remind this generation of the
dangers of hatred, prejudice,
and discrimination’.
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GRAFFITI = A NEW INTERPRETATION OF
MONUMENTS!

Finally, to answer the questions guiding this project: Graffiti and
murals are very good at capturing everyday emotions and memories of
impactful experiences and historical events, as has been elaborated in this
essay's case studies. For this reason, they are a perfectly fitting medium for
the purpose of commemoration, as they can show topics worth remembe-
ring that classical monuments like statues and buildings fail to depict.

In a nutshell, this debate was not about which type makes a better
monument, but about what makes graffiti a monument and what steps
need fo be taken to better hamess this potential in the future. Recognizing
graffiti as monuments could also provide better protection for them, saving
them from being overpainted and forgotten. As it is difficult to apply the
already existing definitions found in Merriam-Webster and other dictio-
naries to this extension of the concept of @ monument, our working group
fried to develop a new definition.

Any form of media that represents the self-expression and identity
of a group of people, to be remembered by future generations. lis purpose
is fo address the stories of people, groups, or locations that played a role
in the evolution of the human experience and the development and sfruggle
towards the implementation of diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Anne Denzlein, Julia Forst, Sina Paul, and Stephen Warnes

However, including groffiti among the classical types of monu-
ments raises another question. When is it art, and at what point is it consi-
dered a monument? There is no universal answer to this question. Various
aspects must be taken info account when trying to offer an answer. Who
is the artist/are the artistse Do they speak for an entire group of people
or society? What is the topic and what is the motife Is it put up for future
generations fo remember? There are probably more questions someone
might ask fo find out if it is @ monument, and yet there will probably be no
clear answer because these questions can usually only be answered sub-
jectively. For each graffiti example, you will have to ask these questions
again fo figure out whether it is a monument or not.

To support the role of graffiti as monuments, added information
plaques could educate interested passersby. The city of Schmalkalden
has succeeded in supporting the role of graffiti as monuments through
numerous online arficles, newspaper features, and information brochures.

Now, it requires our attention to willingly perceive all the graffiti
as we walk through our cities and to always keep in mind, alongside their
arfistic value, their significant role in commemoration. Graffii is not merely
the decorative wall art of a generation, but together with traditional mo-
numents, works of graffiti complete the landscape of remembrance and
therefore the landscape of monuments.
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