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BOOK REVIEW
ON PALIMPSEST

East and west of the Wall [...] a half-world of ruin, drawn in two
dimensions, crags of war.
(Le Carre 1963:11)

Like all walls it was ambiguous, two-faced. What was inside it and
what was outside it depended upon which side of it you were on.
(Le Guin 1974:1)

Dr. Christos Varvantakis
Goldsmiths, University of London

Figl

Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope Petsini:
Topography of Terror, Niederkirchnerstrafe,
Berlin. From the series Aufarbeitung: The Wall.




BOOK REVIEW: ON PALIMPSEST

The photographs of Petsini and Panayo-
topoulos in “Palimpsest” trace the rem-
nants of the Berlin Wall and of the world
that it had both embraced and been em-
braced by: traces of the time when the
Wall was a concrete, material entity, and
of the trail this era has left. In document-
ing these, they act as a poignant remind-
er that the Wall was neither built in a day,
nor demolished overnight. Official histo-
ries have singled out August 13, 1961, the
day that the Wall made its appearance in
the media around the world, just as they
have prioritised images of people demol-
ishing parts of the wall on November 9th,
1989. But just as there was a border be-
fore, with fences already in place during
the 1950s, so also the Wall and its traces
(material and immaterial), survive to this
day. The Wall, and what preceded and fol-
lowed it, is as much a site which amplifies
time as it was a spatial dividing line - a
place in which past and present meet to
consider the ruins of an unfinished rhe-
torical discussion (see Bruner 1989).

But then again, the Wall was ambiguous
from the moment of its conception. For
the West, it was assimilated to the enclo-
sure of a concentration camp, suggesting
a direct lineage between the practices of
DDR and the Nazi Germany. Conversely,
for the DDR it was the ‘anti-fascist pro-
tective wall, a boundary line between
two opposed worlds. As one of the core
visual icons of the 20th century, the Wall
has been signified according to political
intention and will. These are its ruins, its
legacy and histories, | think while looking
at these photographs, in which almost no
humans appear. Humans are present, of
course, albeit as shadows, photographs
and statues: timeless reproductions of hu-
man presence. There are habitual spaces,
particularly in the second part, and there
are human traces hinted at across the se-
ries, but the photographers deliberately
omit the contemporary human presence.
The images are of ruins, remnants, traces
of what had been the DDR (and hence
also of the former Eastern Bloc in general),
fragments - or rather inscriptions - of the
city’s history. The complexity of the means
by which such traces are being erased
or preserved is also apparent in the sec-
ond part, ‘Restricted Areas’. This section
documents spaces associated with the
notorious Stasi, which are carefully pre-
served and extensively exhibited as sites
of memory closely identified with the
former Eastern bloc -the photographers

seem to visually and critically explore how
the process of signification helps associ-
ate DDR's legacy with the terror of a sur-
veillance state.

From the cold landscapes of the ruined
Wall in the first part, (“Aufarbeitung: The
Wall"), to the coldness or warmth of arti-
ficial light in the second, (“Restricted Ar-
eas”), the photographs are cold; mostly
low-saturated, pale, dim. This kind of ico-
nography provides a stark contrast to the
re-invented, vibrant cosmopolitanism of
Berlin, which is the way the city wants to
talk about itself, to itself and to the world.
The photographers insist on the cold,
frosty atmosphere, which has been a
central iconographic element of the Cold
War. In so doing, they seem to critically
revisit naive conceptions of the Cold War
as an era with a distinctive beginning and
end-date, and instead explore its traces
(and the absence of its traces) in our era.
And they do so by way of a project en-
titled “Palimpset”, in a Berlin, which can
itself be thought of as a palimpsest: a city
in which History is incessantly inscribed,
erased and re-inscribed (see Dekel 2013,
Huyssen 2009).

In “Palimpset”, Petsini and Panayotopou-
los are tireless visual investigators of the
dialectic between History and oblivion.
They provide a minutely detailed visual
document of the processes through
which history is being written; a record
of the city's attempts to produce a single
cohesive narrative, a single timeline, a
unified history. Their record testifies that
elements regarded as excessive, which
do not fit, or which point to multiplicity
and deconstruct any attempt at a cohe-
sive singularity, are being pushed towards
erasure in a myriad ways: by means of
disposal, demolition, dismantlement and
re-signification, as well as through being
placed in museum selves and souvenir
shops (Varvantakis 2009). This exhibition
is a documentation not just of History or
of a history, but of the processes by which
history is being made - of how it is being
written and of how it is erased. As Nadia
Seremetakis (2004) once put it, “We live
in the era of earthquakes... The future is
certain. That which is unpredictable is the
past”.
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Fig2
Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope Petsini: Gedenkstitte Berliner Mauer, Bernauerstrafe, Berlin. From the series Aufarbeitung: The Wall.
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Fig3

Nikos Panayotopoulos
— Penelope Petsini:
Gedenkstitte Berliner
Mauer, Bernauerstrafle
Berlin. From the series
Aufarbeitung: The Wall.

Fig4

Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope
Petsini: Gedenkstitte Berliner
Mauer, Bernauerstrafle Berlin.
From the series Aufarbeitung:
The Wall.
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Figs
Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope Petsini: Wall remnants, Bernauerstraf3e, Berlin. From the series Aufarbeitung: The Wall.

Fig6
Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope Petsini: Friedhof Park, Berlin. From the series Aufarbeitung: The Wall.
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Fig7
Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope Petsini: Friedrichstrafie, Bertolt Brecht statue, Berlin. From the series Aufarbeitung: The Wall.
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Fig8
Nikos Panayotopoulos — Penelope Petsini: Wilhelmstraf3e, North Wall - former
House of Ministries, Berlin. From the series Aufarbeitung: The Wall.

Fig9

Nikos Panayotopoulos

- Penelope Petsini:
Holocaust-Mahnmal,
Ebertstrafie, Berlin. From
the series Aufarbeitung:
The Wall.
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