A wall in the city? Spatial and symbolic dimensions of Marina Abramovich's "Crystal Wailing Wall"
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The memory spaces of modern Kiev are numerous and diverse, as are the narratives of memory themselves, and the institutions and communities behind them, whose relations are not always conflict-free. The sovereign monument of the Motherland, surrounded by a space emphasizing its significance, is combined with much more human-sized signs of memory, such as small handwritten inscriptions of Maidan defenders or gravestones of the Heavenly Hundred, which seem to have been transferred from ordinary cemeteries to the city center and impress with their privacy in the public space of the metropolis. The humanity of commemorative signs, their inclusion in the urban fabric and urban routes is for me a feature of Kiev — a city in which vernacular memory is strong and memory is closely woven into space.

Opened on October 6, 2021 (less than a month at the time of writing) the Marina Abramovich’s "Crystal Wailing Wall" is much more tightly included in the symbolic coordinates of local and international media than in the spatial coordinates of the city. The Wall today is more of a media event than an urban object. Photos and descriptions of the Wall posted online decontextualize it, pulling it out of the urban environment. Being hundreds of kilometers away from Kiev and the "Crystal Wailing Wall", reconstructing the situation with the help of local and international media, I will cautiously assume that now the Wall is discursively embedded in large-scale geographical and semantic coordinates that go beyond the city and a specific place. Of course, the Wall is only a few weeks old and is just getting used by the townspeople. However, the Wall is auratic, which means that its connotation is largely determined and reinforced by the tragedy of the place in which it is located. Therefore, the representation of the Wall that is actually located in the city, but symbolically remaining outside is alarming. A radical version of the further development may be the "Bilbao effect" - alienation of urban places by international cultural institutions, celebrity artists, and other conductors of the global aesthetics that leads to the loss of interest of citizens and their avoidance of certain urban spaces. Another scenario could be based on the all-conquering power of urban everyday life and on the ability of citizens to master, use and change places, giving them new names, inventing their own rituals or leaving signs of recognition and memory in them - flowers, photographs, candles and much more, and thereby connect them with other urban spaces of memory, to fit them into their lives and the life of the city. Marina Abramovich also hopes for the interest of visitors, the inclusion of the Wall in city routes, noting that "The Crystal Wailing Wall" [...] can only live when it is addressed daily."

