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Ruins of modernity edited by J Hell, A Scho« nle; Duke University Press, Durham, NC, 2010,
511 pages, US $25.95 paper (»16.50) ISBN 978 0822344742

Like many topics, discussions about ruins seem to reoccur in curious yet familiar iterations every
decade or so. The publication of Julia Hell and Andreas Scho« nle's 500-page collection Ruins of
Modernity, with over twenty contributions from a range of perspectives, seems to indicate a
new layer has been etched into a seemingly endless intellectual fascination with dereliction.
Indeed, the editors acknowledge in the introduction that `̀ to be seduced by the beauty of ruins
is an experience as inescapable as it is old'' (page 2).

Much of the contemporary work in this new volume, like studies that have come before,
builds on John Ruskin's (Landow, 1971) musings in the 1850s on the `̀ irregular variety'' and
picturesque ruggedness of abandoned places and the work of Georg Simmel who, in the early
20th century, wrote of ruination as testament to the enduring power of nature. There are also
the expected references to Rose Macaulay's (1953) text Pleasure of Ruins and Sigmund Freud's
(1989) musings about the urban palimpsest in Civilization and its Discontents.

But it is Walter Benjamin's writings about ruins as allegory in The Origin of German Tragic
Drama (1998) and The Arcades Project (1999) that many of the authors in this collection see
as the catalyst for thinking about the important relationship between form and meaning in
the ruin. Benjamin wrote about ``irresistible decay'' (page 214) just years before Adolf Hitler's
architect Albert Speer was developing his `̀ theory of ruin value'' assisted by the political geog-
rapher Karl Haushofer, suggesting that the German imperial legacy would be bolstered by the
construction of monuments built to decay well (see chapter 10). As Hell reminds us, Germany
was not alone here; Joseph Gandy's 1798 depiction of The Bank of England in ruins was
commissioned by John Soane to similar ends. These hubristic motivations for ``ruin gazing''
coupled with Benjamin's attempt to render them transparent make it clear that we have
arrived at a present moment where we are suspicious of the ruin, suspicious not only of its
capacity to invoke a dangerous sense of nostalgia but also of its failure to produce capital.
Ruins have retained much of their imperial taint since the fall of the Third Reich despite
the attempts of writers and scholars such as J B Jackson and David Lowenthal (strangely
absent from this discussion) to renew interest in the 1980s (Jackson, 1980; Lowenthal, 1985).

However, with the publication of Tim Edensor's (2005) Industrial Ruins, which I reviewed
in this journal two years ago (Garrett, 2008), and the notable work of Caitlin DeSilvey (2006)
and Dydia DeLyser (1999), the topic was once again brought into the spotlight. This time,
from the ground up, grand narratives were subverted, especially those suggested by bureaucrats
and heritage managers, in favour of small stories, local histories, and personal sensory
engagement. Hell and Scho« nle's collection, despite endnoted nods to that body of work,
largely sidesteps this shift, pushing the ruin back behind the glass of Benjamin's theoretical
symbolism similar to the recent work of Dylan Trigg (2006) and Christopher Woodward (2002),
creating a rather distanced, yet not uninteresting, new look at an old idea.
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What the collection lacks in depth it makes up for in breadth. The notion of the ruin
is usefully expanded here to include the ruins of the Soviet Bloc (chapters 4, 7, and 24), the
indigenous past of the Americas (chapters 12 and 19), never-realised Soviet architectural projects
(chapter 4), Germany's industrial heritage parks (chapter 16), the earthquake of Lisbon (chap-
ter 20), America's auto industry (chapter 17), the World Trade Center towers (chapter 3), and
even Saddam Hussein's Bagdad palace (Introduction). These contributions entice us to expand
our optics regarding what constitute the ruin, spinning diverse stories of `̀ ruin as promise''
and `̀ ruin as warning''. Both of these concepts are brilliantly captured in a single place by
Jonathan Veitch (chapter 18) in his visit to the strangely romantic horror of the Nevada Atomic
Test Site, echoed recently in Paul Dobraszczyk's (2010) exploration of the area near the exploded
Soviet nuclear reactor at Chernobyl in the journal City.

The contributors to Ruins of Modernity also, importantly, acknowledge the increasing
presence of the ruin in popular culture, in particular looking at the writing of WG Sebald
(chapters 2 and 11), in cinema (chapters 9, 22, and 23), and in photography (chapters 17
and 24). The importance of these contributions should not be underestimated. Hell and Scho« nle
structure the book into five sections, roughly divided into architecture, politics, imperial visions,
(post) ruinscapes, and ruin gazing. Yet the book, perhaps inevitably, is a Frankensteinian
collection, making radical erratic swings with each chapter. The result, ironically, feels like
digging through rubble to find buried artefacts. Some finds, like Veitch's article (chapter 18),
Hell's piece on imperial ruin gazers (chapter 10), George Steinmetz's piece (chapter 17) on ruin-
scapes (which makes rather astounding geographic moves), and Anthony Vidler's contribution
(chapter 2) on air war and architecture, I devoured with reckless abandon. Other pieces in the
collection were entirely confusing, and a few were utterly unreadable in their obfuscations.

Although this collection could have been trimmed by a third without much loss, it was
still missing something. Whilst I could not quite put my finger on it while digging through
the chapters, I realised what it was when I received a new book in the post by Steven High
and David Lewis. Their book, Corporate Wasteland (2007), is built around a series of interviews
with former workers of shuttered industrial sites in the United States. Reading the first inter-
view with a worker, I had an immediate visceral reaction which sent me running back to Ruins
of Modernity where I realised that what I kept longing to read were the stories of people in
these places, both before and after their ruination.

The book seems entrenched in the gaze of a passive theoretical spectator, observers lacking
bodies, dissecting ruins metaphorically from the safe distance of a film viewing, an archive,
or, at best, through a camera lens. When I reread Andreas Huyssen's words `̀ we live in an age
of preservation, restoration, and authentic remakes, all of which cancel out the idea of the
authentic ruin'' (page 27) and Jon Beasley-Murray's comments that ruins are `̀ mute remain-
ders'' (page 215), my pencilled exclamation points in the margins suddenly had new meaning.
These assertions encapsulate the point where the book falls short, the place where Edensor,
DeLyser and DeSilvey, High and Lewis, Dobraszczyk, and even myself (Garrett, 2010) have
been working to write stories of ruins from the inside out, stories not about capital, empires,
name dropping, wars, and the production of history but about bodies in places and about
places on the margins brought to centre. These are stories about the ruination as a place for
different experiences and alternative representations; ruins as places of play, promise, activism,
unregulated participation, unexpected memory, and encounters with the uncanny and the sensual.
This sort of work, which undermines the notion of the `̀ ruin gaze'', makes only a cameo here.
The inclusion of discussions around how this ``close'' research has begun to erode our static
notions of ruins as ``wasted space'', or, better yet, of this sort of embodied, personal, and
emotional engagement with ruins, would have added much to the collection.

What the volume does, it does well. On this list would be the work from the underrepresented
Eastern Europe and Global South, a new interest in apocalyptic visions of ruination, and the
willingness to look beyond the materiality of dereliction. Ruins of Modernity is full of important,
fresh, theoretical contributions of the ruin as allegory and metaphor and, although the book isn't
shockingly innovative in terms of novelty, it is a clear signpost in our relationship to ruins.

Bradley L Garrett, Department of Geography, Royal Holloway, University of London, Egham,
Surrey TW20 0EX, England
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