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the book, she cites, however brief-
ly, important contemporary Black 
writers including Achille Mbem-
be, Frantz Fanon, and W.E.B. Du 
Bois for grounding the racial and 
social threads of her historical jour-
ney. The book also resonates with 
Araujo’s own writing trajectory. 
Since 2008, she has published sev-
eral books1 that connect her inter-
ests across history and art and are 
also relevant to subjects discussed 
here, such as public memory of slav-
ery, artistic ventures in colonial Bra-
zil, and colonial heritage ; Slavery in 
the Age of Memory : Engaging the Past, is 
an organic result of this long path 
of interdisciplinary investigation. 
Looking at the author’s bibliog-
raphy, her interest in the mutability 
of representations of the past (28) 
becomes clear, but I wonder, in the 
midst of such traumatic memories : 

“what if colonization and trans-At-
lantic slavery had never occurred ?”2 
I do miss an approach that attends 
to non-linear perceptions of time, 
which are all so present in African 
and Afro-diasporic approaches to 
memory : Afrofuturism could have 
contributed much to this study. 
This Afro-centred movement that 
was born in the twentieth century 
sheds light on fundamental agen-
das for Black liberation, as it rescues 
ancient traditions while “wield-
ing the imagination for personal 
change and societal growth.”3

Nevertheless, in the sixth and 
final chapter, “Art of Memory”, 
Araujo presents an excellent set of 
anti-colonial contemporary art-
ists that deal with similar inquir-
ies. Cyprien Tokoudagba, Romuald 
Hazoumè, William-Adjété Wilson, 
Rosana Paulino, Nona Faustine, and 
François Pique all originate from 
territories involved in the Atlantic 
slave trade and have artistic practi-
ces that relate to these memories. 
The author situates their artworks 
in relation to the colonial memoirs 
that keep haunting our contem-
porary times, hindering Black lives 
and perpetuating racism. Through 
the (re)vision and (re)construction 

of Afro-diasporic and African mem-
ories, Black contemporary art has 
been “probably the most compre-
hensive instrument to engage with 
the various dimensions of the slave 
past” (95). In this sense, Araujo res-
onates with important contempor-
ary thinkers who elicit Black futur-
ities through art, such as Rinaldo 
Walcott, who believes Black art has 
the potential for disrupting a global 
grammar of Black suffering.4

Finally, in the epilogue there 
is a brief recap of the book’s main 
ideas, leading to the affirmation 
that “memory activates the past in 
the present. In its range of modal-
ities (collective, cultural, public, 
and official)” (105), memories of 
slavery vary, or have many dimen-
sions, “depending on whether the 
group is composed of slave traders, 
slave owners, or enslaved individ-
uals, and whether these men and 
women relate to each other” (105). 
This affirmation triggers an intrigu-
ing perspective in which collective 
memory deriving from “slavery and 
the Atlantic slave trade is multi-
dimensional” (105). The author’s 
effort to rescue layers of erased Black 
memories and to uproot distort-
ed white narratives initiates many 
necessary confrontations with white 
supremacist legacies, resulting in 
an assertive and provocative com-
pilation of previously concealed 
histories. 

The book is an important con-
tribution to the analysis of Atlantic 
slave trade memory and its con-
tinued implications in current social 
contexts, especially regarding his-
toric public spaces and memory 
institutions. Ana Lucia Araujo’s writ-
ing foresees a new iconoclastic turn 
of our contemporary times, with 
crescent waves of destruction of his-
torical monuments linked to the col-
onial slavery past that are happen-
ing now in the collapsed pandemic 
scenario, worldwide. By engaging 
the past as a way to dissolve hegem-
onic memory, the book adds force 
to the urgent recognition of Black 
public history and to international 

efforts to promote human rights 
and a more equitable collective 
memory. ¶

Rodrigo D’Alcântara is a PhD Student in the Art 
History Department of Concordia University. 
 — r_dealca@live.concordia.ca
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Federico Bellentani’s first mono-
graph, The Meanings of the Built Environ-
ment. A Semiotic and Geographical 
Approach to Monuments in the Post-Soviet 
Era, focuses on the contemporary 
meaning-making of monuments 
and memorials in one Post-Soviet 
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country, Estonia. The dissolution of 
the USSR in 1991 involved, inevitably, 
new reactions towards the material 
remains of the Soviet regime, espe-
cially towards those visible in the 
urban space. These reactions have 
been incredibly diverse and diverge 
greatly from one country to another. 
The case of Estonia aroused Bellen-
tani’s interest because of the inten-
sity of the debates and the feroc-
ity of the conflicts that have taken 
place there since the early 2000s 
related to the new interpretations 
and solutions around Soviet monu-
ments, also called the “war of monu-
ments.” Given the recent wave of 
contestation of public monuments 
glorifying difficult and traumatiz-
ing pasts, especially colonial and 
racist legacies, that has occurred on 
a global scale following the murder 
of George Floyd, this publication is 
a timely addition to the literature 
on such monuments. Indeed, while 
Bellentani focuses on one country, 
he proposes an innovative approach 
towards monuments that could be 
extended to other post-Soviet coun-
tries as well as to non-transitional 
societies.  

The book is divided into two parts 
that are, respectively, conceptual 
and empirical. The first part, “Semi-
otic and Geographical Approach to 
Monuments in Transitional Soci-
eties,” develops the book’s main 
theoretical lines. Bellentani’s start-
ing point is that both cultural geog-
raphy and semiotics, as disciplines, 
have limitations in the analysis of 

monuments. To explain this intrigu-
ing statement, he reviews in chap-
ters two and three the traditional 
and most frequently cited literature, 
emphasizing what their authors 
did not do, or did not do enough. 
Together with the introduction, 
these chapters stand as a great first 
acquaintance with both disciplines, 
especially for neophytes. The two 
principal issues identified by Bellen-
tani are the under-theorization of 
the relation between designers and 
users of monuments, on the one 
hand, and the neglect of the rela-
tion between the plastic and figura-
tive levels of monuments and their 
meanings, on the other.  

To go beyond these limitations, 
Bellentani proposes to connect cul-
tural geography and semiotics, and 
to move towards, in his wording, 
a “holistic approach” to the built 
environment, which “should con-
sider the cultural geographical world 
in which forms are located and inter-
preted, addressing how the built 
environment shapes cultural mean-
ings, relations, paradigms and prac-
tices” (2). To him, this theoretical 
framework makes it possible to bet-
ter analyze the multiple meanings of 
monuments. Applying this approach 
in considering both already exist-
ing and newly built monuments 
and memorials in Estonia, the 
book focuses on the potential gaps 
between designers’ intentions and 
users’ interpretations of monu-
mental productions. Bellentani rel-
evantly explores the visual, plastic, 
and political dimensions of monu-
ments. One of the strengths of the 
book is, then, to provide a theor-
etical framework for an issue that 
researchers of monuments have 
been writing about for decades now : 
all monuments are political and they 
always convey a chosen, dominant 
historical narrative that can, how-
ever, be misunderstood and/or con-
tested through time. 

If the approach combining semi-
otics and geography seems innova-
tive, the fact that other disciplines 
that have extensively produced 

research on monuments — includ-
ing history, art history, anthropol-
ogy, sociology, and political sci-
ence — are not mentioned, is quite 
surprising. Moreover, entire fields 
of research such as memory and 
heritage studies have also, inevitably, 
been dedicating part of their schol-
arly production to monuments and 
should have been invoked, especial-
ly as they are by essence multidisci-
plinary, integrating geographical 
and semiotic approaches. Another 
absence of references is even more 
astonishing, and that is to the exten-
sive study of socialist monuments 
in post-socialist contexts, especial-
ly because over the past two decades 
this has been considered a separ-
ate field of research, often referred 
to as the field of “socialist herit-
age.”1 These references could have 
been useful throughout the book 
to place the Estonian case — which is 
already quite well researched — in a 
broader perspective, and to empha-
size and give greater nuance to its 
specificities. 

Chapter three reads like a short 
history of Estonia, and of its pol-
itical, cultural and urban contexts, 
insisting on the fact that Estonia is 
a transitional society. With chap-
ter four, we move to another scale 
as Bellentani proposes a typology 
of what he defines as the “cultur-
al reinvention” of monuments, in 
Estonia and beyond. This expres-
sion refers to a set of practices that 
are used to implement and convey 
a new cultural or political context. 
In this chapter, Bellentani identi-
fies eight sets of practices, giving 
examples in other socialist con-
texts (Bulgaria, Ukraine, GDR), out-
side socialism (US, UK, Iraq, Syria, 
Libya), and also in other temporal 
frameworks (the Middle Ages). If 
the ambition to be global is admir-
able, these examples are only briefly 
mentioned without a clear analysis 
or comparison, while the contexts 
are sometimes so radically differ-
ent that it could have been helpful 
for the reader to have a little more 
information.
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The second case he explores is 
the most fascinating. The chapter 
is dedicated to the controversies 
around the War of Independence 
Victory Column, erected in Tallinn 
in 2009 by the Estonian Ministry 
of Defense. It examines the dis-
junctions between the goals of the 
planners and designers and the 
receptions by its users. Imagined as 
a highly symbolic reference easily 
interpreted by Estonians, it mostly 
failed its aims, and has been widely 
criticized both from an aesthetic and 
political perspective. The misinter-
pretation or misunderstanding of 
the Cross of Liberty that tops this 
gigantic, glass-paneled monument, 
together with the monument’s 
overall form, sometimes associat-
ed with Soviet or Nazi aesthetic, are 
the main issues Bellentani identi-
fies. His description of the confron-
tations between the Estonian Rus-
sophone and non-Russophone com-
munity are extremely interesting, 
and the chapter provides nuance 
that helps to correct preconceived 
ideas about Estonian society. More-
over, the details on the building pro-
cess, its actors and costs, but also its 
failures, such as the replacement of 
dolomite by glass panels, as well as 
the attention paid to the intentions 
of the artists, are very useful. The 
fact that participatory design meth-
ods were not applied, here or in the 
case of the bronze soldier, is to Bel-
lentani the basis of the ensuing con-
flicts. On the contrary, in the last two 
chapters, he shows how the partici-
pation of the public in the construc-
tion of a monument can lead to suc-
cessful and harmonious solutions, 
even in places where tensions could 
easily arise. 

In the case of the memorials of 
Maarjamäe, discussed in chapter 
seven, no conflict occurred at all, 
even though the multiple layers 
of memory and meanings existing 
there could have triggered it. This 
landscape and architectural ensem-
ble of 30,000 square meters con-
sists of two memorial complexes : a 
Soviet memorial dedicated to fallen 

The second part of the book 
examines in great detail four cases 
that reflect various types or stages 
of such “cultural reinventions” in 
Estonia. This section reads particu-
larly pleasantly and is especially 
well-conceived. The four chapters 
are structured similarly, with a short 
table summarizing all the case’s 
details, a chronological descrip-
tion of the events surrounding its 
construction, an analysis of the case 
within the theoretical framework 
provided in Part A, and an illus-
trated conclusion, with graphics 
(drawings) at the end that sum-
marize the main ideas developed. 
One other quality of the book is 
that Bellentani provides valuable 
detail on every monument, such 
as its budget, the names of the pol-
itical, social, and economic actors 
involved, descriptions of the design 
project, and especially interviews 
with the artists and the users. Bel-
lentani’s methodology is indeed 
exhaustive and includes fieldwork, 
interviews, observations and study 
of documentation. 

Bellentani starts with the con-
flicts around the removal and dis-
placement of the so-called “Bronze 
Soldier” in Tallinn, which is surely 
the most well-known case he analy-
ses. This affair is not only one of 
the major conflicts of the so-called 

“war of monuments,” but is also a 
milestone in Estonian history. It 
has aroused media as well as an aca-
demic interest inside and outside 
Estonia, given what is at stake : mem-
ory issues, divergent understandings 
of the Second World War and of the 
Soviet experience ; division of the 
Estonian society, especially between 
the Russophone and non-Rus-
sophone community ; civic ten-
sions, including the tragic death of a 
young boy ; and diplomatic relations 
between Estonia and Russia. Bellen-
tani’s contribution to the analysis 
of this crisis demonstrates that the 
tensions raised by the removal of 
the monument were part of a pol-
itical struggle rather than an ethnic 
one alone. 

World War Two soldiers (originally 
supposed to celebrate Estonian his-
tory more broadly) and a brand-new 
one opened in 2018 to honour the 
victims of communism in Estonia. 
Bellentani’s description of the inter-
actions between the monuments, 
and his analysis of their coexistence 
and of their uses by the public, is 
enlightening, especially to better 
grasp the conflicting historical nar-
ratives materially present in the 
urban space. The last chapter tells 
the story of the Kissing Students 
monument erected in 1998 at the 
center of a fountain in Tartu. In this 
case, Bellentani explores the perfect 
coherence between the designers’ 
intentions and the user’s percep-
tions. Indeed, this monument is 
not contested at any level. How-
ever, Bellentani explains, its cute 
figurative aspect does not mean that 
the monument is not political : it is 
used as a new symbol of the city, as 
its “synecdoche.” This “marketiza-
tion” of a monument, linked with 
the multiplication of non-conflict-
ing and perfectly “non-confronta-
tional public statues” (159) in the 
post-Soviet context, could have been 
explored and further analyzed.  

The book achieves its two ambi-
tions : to address the often diver-
gent relations that designers and 
users have with monuments, and 
to depict the interaction between 
the aesthetic and material qual-
ities of the monuments and their 
meanings. Nevertheless, while Bel-
lentani succeeds in these ways and 
explores many important issues, his 
text often remains on a descriptive 
level, and there are occasional rep-
etitions. The reader often waits for 
developments, conceptualizations, 
and more precise comparisons that 
could add to the already existing 
literature on these cases, as well as 
on the practices he mentions. One 
point that could have been interest-
ing to scrutinize is the similarities 
(or not) of practices used by citizens 
to contest the presence of a monu-
ment based on the different case 
studies. Finally, the heritage status 



Thematic reviews | Recensions thématiques130

of these monuments is only some-
times mentioned, and the precise 
study of their (de)heritagization 
processes could have given fruitful 
results. Bellentani concludes his 
book with two suggestions on how 
to deal with controversial monu-
ments today. First, and very interest-
ingly, he emphasizes the import-
ance of both participatory meth-
ods and digital technology when 
approaching the design and cultural 
reinvention of monuments to better 
deal with the multiplicity of inter-
pretations monuments always carry. 
Second, he states that “planning and 
design are inevitably political, but 
they should not be politics” (171), 
which might be, if not contradictory 
with the reality he describes, a bit 
optimistic. Overall, the book proves 
how useful it is to consider the 
post-socialist space when trying to 
make sense of the recent debates on 
controversial monuments, and how 
inspiring this can be when thinking 
about the afterlives of a newly con-
tested heritage. ¶

Julie Deschepper is a Scientific Assistant 
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Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz —  
Max-Planck-Institut. 
  — julie.deschepper@khi.fi.it
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What role does public art play in 
reinforcing democracy and resisting 
autocratic tendencies in society ? 
Raising this question is imperative 
during a period in which democ-
racy is repeatedly being exposed to 
threats from white supremacists and 
others and in which, at the same time, 
more and more of the monuments 
that have enshrined racist beliefs are 
being brought down in the decol-
onial spirit. In doing so, Fred Evans, 
professor emeritus of philosophy 
at Duquesne University, provides an 
exceptionally relevant and compel-
ling publication concerning pub-
lic art in the US. His extremely well 
researched “essay in political aesthet-
ics” invites its readers to reflect on 
how public art, characterized as “any 
artistic creation that has the intent or 
effect of addressing democratic val-
ues and occurs in public spaces” (10), 
can be a force in “shaping our views 
of democracy” (2) and “motivating 
citizens to participate in civic activ-
ities” (14). 

Evans’s remarkable philosophic-
al account is a valuable contribution 
to the vast body of interdisciplinary 
literature on the entanglements of 
democracy and public art. For, what 
renders Evans’s book unique is his 
development of an inspiring sys-
tematic criterion to evaluate “public 
artworks as acts of citizenship” (8), 
qualifying as the latter when they 

“augment democratic tendencies” 
(231), either by direct “innovative 
affirmations” or resistance to “white 

supremacy and other nihilistic 
oracles” (235). His publication excels 
through a new and fruitful way of 
imagining the complex constitution 
of the public involved in public art, 
namely through the primary notion 
of the voice with its traits of audibil-
ity, specificity, and flexibility, based 
on his stimulating volume The Multi-
voiced Body : Society and Communication 
in the Age of Diversity (2009). The auth-
or characterizes the public sphere 
through the interplay of diverse and 
agonistic voices, in which “voices 
are never merely persons talking 
to one another” but “vocal forces” 
expressing social discourses (35). 
This “multivoiced body” as society’s 
fundament is elaborated regarding 
public art in the first two chapters as 
an outstanding conceptual ground 
for his criterion. Within its eight 
chapters, building upon each other, 
and with reference to a great many 
philosophers, art critics, and other 
thinkers, the publication succeeds 
through the author’s impressive 
ability to make the theorists’ differ-
ent voices talk to each other to relate 
their ideas to various examples of 
public art, and to give intelligibility 
to their complex notions of politics 
and aesthetics as he develops his 
conclusions.

The initial chapter, entitled 
“Democracy’s Fragility and the 
Political Aesthetics of Public Art,” 
revolves around the “dilemma of 
diversity” (12). Evans considers 
democracy to be strong and fragile 
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