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This research is concerned with the shifting meaning
and role of monuments in the social context of cities
nowadays. Monuments play a significant role in
shaping a collective memory of people, cultures, and
places. Yet, the architectural proclaim of a situated
ideology reveals the controversial nature of the
monument’s meaning due to its inability to achieve and
retain unanimity through time. In order to think
differently of a monument, one that would challenge the
power order that promotes a specific idea of history, the
study argues that the collective meaning of the urban
monuments must be investigated in relation to the
practice of everyday life. Can the notion of use be
applied to a monument? What defines a useful
monument? The research follows a design-driven
methodology, initiating an investigation through a
performative art-based architectural project called How
to Use a Monument, which took place in February 2020
at Saint-Denis victory gate in Paris.

A
bstract
1. Introduction
For us, it was built in the past. For them, it was built for
the future. Now, we want to build a mon u ment of the
present, for the presents.

There is a wide vari ety of mon u ments, ones that
accom pa nied our cities for hun dreds of years, along
with new ones that appear with ongo ing events shap ‐
ing our cur rent cul ture. However, for ini ti at ing research
that dis cuss es the mon u ment and its expe ri en tial
aspects in the city, one should clar i fy what a mon u ment
is. The dic tio nary def i n i tion by HarperCollins  explains
that a mon u ment is a large-scale built form cre at ed to
remind a par tic u lar event or a per son al i ty from the past.
The term itself comes from the Latin mon u men tum,
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which in turn derives from the verb mon ere (to remem ‐
ber), linked in the col lec tive imag i nary to an ele ment
char ac ter ized by pre cise iconog ra phy. A mon u ment
would be built with mate ri als designed to last over time,
such as mar ble, gran ite, or bronze, and sim i lar ly to
a stat ue, it will stand on a pedestal, act ing as a medi a tor
between the earth and the sky. In 1781, Francesco
Milizia defined mon u ments as  “any work of archi tec ture
or sculp ture that pre serve the mem o ry of the most illus ‐
tri ous men and the most ven er a ble events” .

Each mon u ment is built with the aim of pass ing on
a mem o ry; there fore, it is the car ri er of a pre cise mean ‐
ing and a sym bol ic func tion that makes it one of the
great est expres sions of remem brance, stand ing as sig ‐
ni fiers of pow er, order, and his tor i cal storytelling.

Monuments play a sig nif i cant role in shap ing a col lec ‐
tive mem o ry of peo ple, cul ture, and places; as a visu al
sym bol of mem o ry, imme di ate or dis tant, it affects the
tem po r al iza tion of space, expressed in a spe cif ic place.
They rep re sent and eter nal ize a par tic u lar local his to ry,
stand as sig ni fiers of pow er and order, even tu al ly
reflect ing a polit i cal idea of his to ry pro mot ed by the
state as a vis i ble ele ment in the urban landscape. 

The mon u men tal built form stands out for its rhetoric,
solem ni ty, and dimen sion al hyper tro phy. However, the
archi tec tur al pro claim of a sit u at ed ide ol o gy reveals the
con tro ver sial nature of the monument’s mean ing due to
its inabil i ty to achieve and retain una nim i ty through
time. This unveils an issue regard ing its embod i ment
into a shared urban his to ry, espe cial ly in the accel er at ‐
ed dynam ics of the 20 -cen tu ry urban sphere, where it
is per ceived as an archa ic fea ture far from the present
times. Nevertheless, we can wit ness this trend still tak ‐
ing place in cities world wide, with instances such as the
new ly built Statue of Unity com mem o rat ing Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel, in the state of Gujarat, India.

As an archi tec tur al object, a mon u ment has a deep
rela tion to the arts. Adolf Loos writes  “only a very small
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part of archi tec ture belongs to art: the tomb and the
mon u ment. All the rest that is at the ser vice of a pur ‐
pose must be exclud ed from the realm of art” . Fifty
years lat er, Rosalind Krauss sees this con nec tion as
well. In her Sculpture in the Expanded Field, she notes
how the log ic of sculp ture is intrin si cal ly linked to that of
the mon u ment.  For cen turies, sculp ture main ly had
a com mem o ra tive and sym bol ic role, while in mod ern
times new def i n i tions and prac tices arose toward the
medi um of sculp ture. Krauss’s notions on sculp ture
relate to that of the evo lu tion of the mon u ment and its
role. The mon u ment, in turn, shift ed into a con cept that
con tains artis tic prac tices and inter ven tions no longer
relat ed only to the field of sculp ture but which also
includes archi tec ture, land scape, pub lic art, as well as
per for mance, in their broad est sense. 

It was in the 20 -cen tu ry, and more pre cise ly since the
end of the Second World War, that the idea of mon u ‐
ment under went a rad i cal process of refor mu la tion
which rede fined its fun da men tal ele ments, both in sym ‐
bol ic and for mal terms, lead ing to exper i men ta tions far
from the tra di tion al con cep tion. As James Young writes
in his Memory and Counter-Memory, major social shifts
and rev o lu tions have marked and mod i fied com mem o ‐
ra tive prac tices and their forms.  “As the inter sec tion
between pub lic art and polit i cal mem o ry, the mon u ‐
ment has nec es sar i ly reflect ed the aes thet ic and polit i ‐
cal rev o lu tions, as well as the wider crises of rep re sen ‐
ta tion, fol low ing all of this century’s major changes. In
every case, the mon u ment reflects both its socio-his tor ‐
i cal and aes thet ic con text. The result has been a meta ‐
mor pho sis of the mon u ment from the hero ic, self-
aggran diz ing fig u ra tive icons of the late 19  cen tu ry,
which cel e brat ed nation al ideals and tri umphs, to the
anti-hero ic, often iron ic, and mod est con cep tu al instal ‐
la tions that mark the nation al ambiva lence and uncer ‐
tain ty of late 20 -cen tu ry post mod ernism” . Starting
from the sec ond post-war peri od, mon u ments such as
Eisenman’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in
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Berlin, or Maya Lin’s Vietnam Memorial in California,
acquired com plex spa tial i ty: spaces to walk through,
spaces to cross, to enter, to live in, which also have
a func tion, albeit min i mal or reduced. Spaces for med i ‐
tat ing, spaces to reflect, spaces to remem ber.
Ultimately, spaces for the present expe ri ence. These
instances are draw ing on the ideas of direct, shared,
and par tic i pat ed expe ri ence of mem o ry aimed at the
for ma tion of new sub jec tiv i ties, as this approach ques ‐
tions not only the role of the mon u ment pure ly as an
inan i mate object but also its use.

2. What is a useful monument?
In order to think dif fer ent ly of a mon u ment, one that
would chal lenge the pres ence of any impos ing, author i ‐
ta tive force in pub lic spaces, bypass ing the pow er order
that pro motes a spe cif ic idea of his to ry, this study
argues that the col lec tive mean ing of the urban mon u ‐
ments must be inves ti gat ed in rela tion to the prac tice of
every day life .

The places in cities we spend most of our time in, the
day-to-day prac tices tak ing place in them, are the ones
lead ing to the com plex net works of sto ries and nar ra ‐
tives each cul ture entails. Therefore, the ques tion at
hand here is: can the notion of use be applied to a mon ‐
u ment? What defines a use ful monument?

This obser va tion requires a process of con stant refor ‐
mu la tion: a recon cep tu al iza tion of notions of shared
urban mem o ry, through engag ing with people’s every ‐
day urban rit u als, sets of actions, and uses ‐for mal and
infor mal- under stood as per for ma tive events in the
urban envi ron ment. If the phys i cal pres ence of mon u ‐
ments could be dis cussed and worked through every ‐
day com mu nal dis cur sive and per for ma tive acts, the
city could refor mu late and revive its cul tur al col lec tive
mem o ry, while form ing and cul ti vat ing con nec tions
between peo ple, place, and com mu ni ty. Public places
could be thought of as mon u ments of the city for their
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dai ly hap pen ings and uses, in that they rep re sent
moments of con stant refor mu la tion of the mem o ry of
the every day, a par tic i pat ed mem o ry. For instance,
Place de la Republique in Paris gen er ates its mon u ‐
men tal form and sym bol ism as a place of both con sen ‐
sus and con flict, accom mo dat ing per for ma tive and col ‐
lec tive actions. Such pub lic places are realms where the
con ver sa tion starts, where peo ple come togeth er form ‐
ing the social organ ism .

Figure 1: Monument Against Fascism, Jochen and Ester Shalev
Gerz, Hamburg. [Photos: Shalev Gerz]

Another kind of mon u ment could recall the for mal mod ‐
el of the built form while at the same time de-sacral iz ing
it by crit i cal ly bring ing it to the realm of the every day.
James Young defines those as counter-mon u ments, in
that they fol low  “the muta tion, decay, and dis ap pear ‐
ance” , and where the rela tion ship between object and
vis i tor con verges into that of active par tic i pant and co-
cre ator, stim u lat ing a first-per son reflec tion on the hap ‐
pen ing tak ing place rather than on the phys i cal ele ‐
ment. An excel lent case is the Hamburg’s Monument
Against Fascism of 1986 by Jochen and Ester Shalev
Gerz, a  "mon u men tal" twelve meters high squared col ‐
umn, des tined to slow ly dis ap pear into the ground after
sev en years. A tem porar i ly per ma nent memo r i al where
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the inhab i tants are active ly called to write com ments on
the out er sur face. The artists wrote about the per for ma ‐
tive process behind the work,  “as more and more
names cov er the 12-meter high col umn, this will grad u ‐
al ly dis ap pear, and the site will be emp ty. In the end, it is
only our selves who can rise up against injus tice” .
More than any thing, these instances out line what is an
approach for look ing at the con cept of mon u ‐
ment nowadays. 

2.1. How can we think of a useful
monument? A methodology
Practice-based research and design-dri ven research
are cru cial method olo gies for this study, as they cycli ‐
cal ly trans fer ideas and the o ries into prac ti cal actions in
the urban set ting. They seek trans for ma tive change
through the simul ta ne ous process of tak ing action and
doing research, which is linked togeth er by crit i cal
reflec tion. In itself, every archi tec tur al project is an act
of research, yet one focussed on par tic i pa to ry uses, and
sen so r i al attrib ut es, of a place.

In order to dis cuss a crit i cal approach toward the use ful
notions of mon u ment, a mul ti dis ci pli nary and phys i cal
site-based inquiry action need to be set as method ol o ‐
gy. The chang ing rela tions between the built forms and
social process es can be exam ined by con struct ing
a prac tice around a frame work of phas es, cycles, and
loop ing feed backs, exam in ing chang ing rela tions
between the built forms and social process es, as well
as those between the spa tial dis ci pline and per for ‐
mance arts, their prac ti tion ers, and people’s own per ‐
for ma tive set of actions in the urban envi ron ment. In
order to gen er ate a cycli cal process of refor mu la tion, we
turn to the dynam ic idea of the event, devel oped in the
sec ond half of the 20 -cen tu ry by archi tects and artists
such as Cedric Price, Bernard Tschumi, Allan Kaprow,
among oth ers, togeth er with sys tem mod els such as
the one con cep tu al ized by schol ars like Kurt Lewin.
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This process involves three steps, each com posed of
a cycle of map ping, action, and remap ping — in this
case, defined as pre-event, event, and post-event — and
ver i fied by con stant on-and-off-site feed back loops.
Within this approach, it is ulti mate ly the body itself that
is under stood as the real place-in-tran sit where to
renew a rela tion ship with the urban space at large and
stim u late a dif fer ent aware ness while elab o rat ing new
polit i cal and cit i zen ship forms through participation. 

Figure 2: Process of Reformulation - methodology scheme
drawing from the action-research diagram as elaborated by
Kurt Lewin. [Content: Or Haklai, Enrico Chinellato]

3. A case study: Porte Saint-Denis,
Paris
To under stand how this method ol o gy works, we now
turn to a case study. Two years ago, as QUIZEPO we
start ed ven tur ing into mul ti dis ci pli nary research invit ed
by the PSA- Paris School of Architecture and the Ecole
des Beaux-Arts. We focussed on Paris’ Porte Saint-
Denis vic to ry gate. The result was the project  “How To
Use A Monument”, which was real ized in February of
2020 at the case study site.

Porte Saint-Denis is a vic to ry arch dat ing 1672, locat ed
in the 10  Arrondissement at the cross roads of
Boulevard Saint-Martin and Rue Saint-Denis. It is the
first of four tri umphal arch es built in Paris in the late 17
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cen tu ry, on the course of Paris’ old walls. Its archi tec ‐
ture fol lows the pro por tions of the Arch of Titus in
Rome, flanked by obelisks applied to the 25 meters high
facade, with alle gor i cal fig ures relat ed to the pas sage of
the Rhine, designed to sym bol ize and glo ri fy the vic to ‐
ries of the French Armies. The gate was con ceived to
con trol and tax the incom ing goods from the area sur ‐
round ing Paris and form a crit i cal part of the defen sive
archi tec ture of the French cap i tal. Today the gate is
a cen tral ized back ground of a vibrant and chaot ic urban
set ting, as it hap pens to be an uncon scious mark er of
Paris’ near by cul tur al dis tricts. As a cross road between
the nightlife of Faubourg Saint-Denis, the the atres of
Saint Martin, the touris tic Grands Boulevards, a mix of
new unof fi cial activ i ties and gen tri fy ing real estate are
simul ta ne ous ly occur ring in the area, cre at ing a fas ci ‐
nat ing mix of usages and new city life. Yet, the gate
remains a silent actor in the live ly every day dia logue of
this scene. This con di tion was already well depict ed in
1833 by the paint ing  “The Porte Saint-Denis” by William
Turner. The work's unfin ished ness helps us to quick ly
grasp the alien at ed, often vio lent real i ty of mon u ments
against the present time. Turner sketched the gate
amidst the detailed, dynam ic, busy street life in the fore ‐
ground, stand ing as a blur ry blank space passed by
unno ticed by every one, yet that mas sive ly tow ers over
the life of the dis trict. We would argue that the paint ing
visu al ly sum maris es the issue to investigate.
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Figure 3: Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Porte Saint-
Denis, Paris. ca. 1833; Tate Modern.

3.1 How to Use a Monument: from state ment
to question

Following the method ol o gy pre sent ed ear li er, the
design-dri ven inves ti ga tion has been struc tured on
three lev els. The pri ma ry stage (A) aimed at ana lyz ing
the built and spa tial means of cities and their mon u ‐
ments through a phe nom e no log i cal analy sis of the per ‐
cepts and sen so r i al affects  of the monument's time ‐
line of uses, his tor i cal ly and in the ongo ing urban scene.
This hap pened togeth er with an explo ration of the sit u ‐
at ed con di tion of the phys i cal site and its vir tu al pres ‐
ence through the action of map ping, tex tu al ly and visu ‐
al ly. Wylie explains the notions of pre cepts and affects
as con di tions of the place that res onates with
our nerves. 

By describ ing the expe ri ence of a trail as a site , they
are seen as a state that influ ences the sub jec tive expe ri ‐
ence of vis it ing the site with in its spa tial relations.
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Figure 4: Initial mapping: diagrams and reflections during and
after site visits, and mapping of the social media presence of
the Porte Saint-Denis victory gate. [Content: Or Haklai, Enrico
Chinellato]

The ear ly expe ri ence vis it ing the site was chaot ic, a full-
on street rush of a vari ety of peo ple and hap pen ings.
The mon u ment is cen tral ized but remote, untouched,
ren dered near ly inac ces si ble by the car traf fic sur round ‐
ing it, and there fore almost invis i ble. A blank spot in the
junc tion, just like in Turner’s paint ing. The expe ri ence of
the mon u ment con tin ued with the analy sis of its rep re ‐
sen ta tion in the dig i tal media, and lat er, by tak ing part
in the col lec tion of shared dig i tal rep re sen ta tions, tak ‐
ing pic tures, and rep re sent ing our selves in them . We
saw one’s rep re sen ta tion with the mon u ment as part of
the cur rent expe ri ence of mon u ments over all, cer tain ly
a per for ma tive one. Yet, this prac tice is still aligned with
the tra di tion al def i n i tion of a mon u ment, in that the use
and pur pose are embed ded in rep re sent ing the
absolute, the sacred, or the sec u lar virtues, as ulti mate ‐
ly the  “true” rel e vance of the mon u ment is retained by
what it rep re sents. This was fol lowed by for mu lat ing
a tex tu al rep re sen ta tion of the mon u ment. In oth er
words, refor mu lat ing its dic tio nary def i n i tion and gen er ‐
at ing a fic tion al one that reflects a dif fer ent under stand ‐
ing, a dif fer ent nar ra tive, was a reflec tive tool for the
desired design action.

The sec ond stage (B) of the research acti vat ed a design
action, wish ing to change the form con di tions through
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a phys i cal meta mor pho sis. The pri ma ry goal was to
make the Porte Saint-Denis vic to ry gate a usable arti ‐
fact. To do so, the spa tial and sen so r i al fea tures of the
built struc ture need ed alter ation. We metaphor i cal ly
scaled-down and dis sect ed the exist ing mon u men tal
arch. This process cre at ed a new object, a 150 cm high
urban fur ni ture that resem bled a clos et. By break ing
down the scale to a human lev el, we envi sioned a mon ‐
u ment serv ing the city’s every day actions, and that sup ‐
port ed the inter ac tions and rela tions hap pen ing in the
streets. Playing with scale and mate ri al i ty, the gate
trans fig ured: the lime stone turned into sim ple ply wood,
and the form and the dec o rat ed facade of the vic to ry
arch were remapped, flat tened, and engraved on the
wood en sur face as a rem i nis cence of the exist ing stone
mon u ment, while its vol ume was cut into 12 pieces,
suit ing its new scale — a human-sized object.

Figure 5: Preliminary sketches of the temporary structure.
[Content: Or Haklai, Enrico Chinellato]

Simultaneously, we planned an event at the site. The
idea was to pro vok ing ly place this mod u lar urban clos et
under the Porte Saint-Denis arch, invit ing artists, per ‐
form ers, and the pub lic through an open call, as well as
the passers by on the day of the event, to use this urban
fur ni ture as they wish. To move it, flip it, store their
belong ings in it, sit on it, or play with it. We saw it as an
open-end ed per for ma tive and par tic i pa to ry action and
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moved by pure curios i ty we expe ri enced a good degree
of uncer tain ty at the on-site event. The event could
have been shaped in end less forms, yet the artist's
inter ac tion with the street was cru cial for achiev ing new
rela tions in the street. The per for mance artist drew the
pub lic atten tion from afar, while the visu al artist draw ing
on the fur ni ture engaged with the peo ple cross ing the
street, invit ing them to par tic i pate, leave a mark on the
wood en sur face, or sim ply start a con ver sa tion.
Through that, both design ers and the artists moved
from being the sole authors of the work, to being one of
many with the com mu ni ty. Here we start ed to ques tion
what it means to par tic i pate in the urban scenery. At
var i ous times, peo ple from dif fer ent loca tions around
the mon u ment stopped to look at the hap pen ing,
uncer tain of what we were doing at this aban doned
spot. They stopped, looked, got clos er, as what caught
their eyes was unusu al to see. Towards the end of the
day, the par tic i pa tion lev el increased sig nif i cant ly. At its
core, the event enabled mul ti ple and spon ta neous
actions into the city stage, bring ing a deep er under ‐
stand ing of its spa tial ele ments through the par tic i pa to ‐
ry acts, as raw and direct as it could be.
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Figure 6: Photos from the day of the event. [Photos: Or Haklai,
Enrico Chinellato]

The research out come unfolds in the third stage ( C ). It
is embed ded in this paper by once again map ping and
ana lyz ing the new con di tions of the place after the
design-led event, oper at ing a com par a tive eval u a tion
with the first map ping and its known fea tures. The sin ‐
gle-day-event sen so r i al expe ri ences exist with in the
con nec tions made at the site, between the fur ni ture, the
artists, and the passers by. It is per ceived and imple ‐
ment ed through people's com mu ni ca tion address ing
the mon u ment-arti fact and the his tor i cal mon u ment.
This first inves ti ga tion revealed the need for con tin u ous
action research that works to find, cre ate and main tain
sites of dif fer ent cul tur al val ue through new city visu al ‐
iza tions and aware ness. An arts-based mech a nism for
urban dwellers to meet their social, cul tur al, and mate r i ‐
al uses at a local ized scale in the city, with an accom pa ‐
ny ing inter est in how places are made in the city and
who is mak ing it. With eyes toward the future, this study
aims to grow and expand to dif fer ent sites, includ ing
dif fer ent types of mon u ments, while using the same
tools with unex pect ed results.
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