n the Namithian Weckender ol Fri-

day Septemiber 17,2004, the newspa-
persolicitedd for public opinion on the
streets of Windhock asking people
tthey think about the ‘vandlism’ or
weritage terms the ‘defacing’ of the
estrian monnment (popularly known
e Rider) or Das Reiterdenkmal. Sets
juestions were put to the public,
ng them who did it (vandalism)?
'n? And How? According to the
spaper, “...the wost burning ques-
is WHY?” Varied answers were ex-
2| from the public, fairly r¢presenta-
ol Nanribian socicty’s diverse opin-

mc respondent worthy reciting here
1 of the people responsible for de-
g the monument: “...what went
tgh their minds? th( werce they
Ity trying 1o say? This capturcs the
Al theme of this opinion piece, that
we should be asking ourselves is
vhy the defacing happened but
“what should be done to the monu-
itself to prevent acts ol vandalism
as the one under discussion. One
"t need to look far for the answer 1o
1LY question because it is already
{ed by the newspaper in the inno-
n o the article: ‘That the rider monu-
s a ..majestic sculpture of a giant

he African

THE RIDER MONUMENT:

ONTESTED SPACE

The physical space it cecupies can be interpieied as a hill of powey

politically (Pailiamen?), cultvraily (inusewn headdnariors) and eon-

nomically (Bank of Namibia).
By Goodman Gwasira, Bennet Kaagumu and Gilbert Likando

German soldier...
quered counity spre
powerlul steed...”
Almost lilteen yeats into indepen-
dence, nincty yeats after German colo-
nial rule ended in Namihia and one hun-
dred years after the 1904 - 1908 war to
which the rider bears testimony, this
monument still celebrates and represents
German conquering power, and doing so
in a very exclusive and majestic manner.
Majeslic interms ot sculpture without any
visual counter history cxcept for the his-
tory nareation displayed n the Alte Feste,
itsclf hidden from public view for those
not wishing to enter in there. The monu-
ment is also majestic in terms of space,
on a hilltop overlooking the city which
the Germans of the time claim they
‘founded’, in front of the old fort (Allc
lieste), which is supposedly the first
building in Windhock, just right of parlia-
ment, the housces of Jaws, but also For-
cign Altairs, Office of the Printe Minister
OPM and present Cabinet Chambers, Just
across the street is the new Bank of
Namibia. The monument is also situated
on Robert Mugabe Ave, where the new
state housc is being built. A sign of 1otal
control and conquest even in the eyes of
the present political other, It's important
to keep in mind that the contention in

sutveying the con-
ad ottt helow his
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heritage 15 nore than just about whal
monuments arc crected, but also the
they occupy i a given
townscipe or landscape. The space a
monument occupics in i given townscape
tells much about its place in the history
ol that given space. The rider therefore
and the period it represents, in terms of
space, still occupics a very prime place in
Namibian history. The plovsical spaee i
occupies can be interpreted as a hill of
power politically (/’ml)/umen!) culiar-
ally (museunt headquarters) and eco-
nomijcally (Bank of Namibia). We would
provide possible sugeestions luler of
what should be done to the monument to
make it morc appcaling to the wider and
speciically Namibian public.

Cultural heritage studies and in pat-
ticular the theory of material culture is
Lust becoming a recognised social science
that aims at unaravelling the hidden se-
mantics of cultural landscapes. Cities
wotldwidc adopt a conscious approich
of encoding information concerning their
history, development and values in land-
scapes, monuments ancd garclens. The city

of Windhoek has a tair sharc of momr-
ments commencing in 1896 with (he erec-
tion of the Witbooi rebellion monument
(as it was known then) or the Witboot
campaign (as we know it today) in what

spaces




was 1o hecome the Zoo Park. Over the
fellowing many years more monuments
were commissioned und erected. Some
ciining national status i the process as
they were cither proclanned as such or
provisionally proclaimed. Most of the
monuments in Windhock however remain
of a local and colonial value. In recent
years other monuments of nattonal and
nternational value were unveiled, chict
among them is the Heroes Acre National
Monument. the provisional proclamation
ol the Old Location Cemetery and the
Augustino Neto Park (inclusive of a street
and a bust of Augustino Nclo, rhe first
President of Angola).

From a heritage practice poim of view
such monuments function as text that can
he deciphered 1o reveal issucs such as
social, economic and political situations
of the times in which they were unveiled
and the continuous invention ol new
meanings through time and usce ol the
monuments. The use and meanings of
monuments is rarely static. New mean-
ings arce invented as new generations of
city dwellers and visitors interact with the
monuments. Our focus in this article 1s
on the use and mcaning of the Eques-
trian monument, The monument has gen-
erated a great interest in past especially
the rcecent past (after independence).
Newspaper articles abound with sugges-
tions of what should be done 10 it , such
as retocation, removal from public view
o adding captiens that will make it
more acceplable. "Fhe monument to our
view commemoralcs the “victors™ of the
1904-1908 war and in so doing conve-
nicntly forgets the political other actors
of the same war. [t therefore serves 1o
express solidarity and loyalty to the
Kaiser's empire by remembering the dead
and dcliherately forgetting the extermi-
nated.

The rider was commissioned wnd
sculpturcd in Germany. 1t was unveiled
in 1911 and has since then become syn-
onymous with the cultural landscape in
Windhock. It is one ol the most appropri-
ated iconography in Namibia having been
used on beer bottles and many other ad-
vertisements that were aimed at showing
the real South West Africa. Today some
visttors (mostly from Germany) view the
rider and the pubic space around 1t as
sacred. This is evidence hy the ritual pH-
grimeze that they make to it, which. is
somerimes complemented by lying of
wreaths in front of the monument. How-
cyveor-a new pragmatic use of the rider
inenient-has been obscrved recently.

The monument has been used s u place
for expressing protest and dissent. The
horsc {which forms part of the monument)
has becn painted in white commercial
paint with the words “SLAVE™, These
words arc scen on the leftside of the horse
{when facing north) that is in public view.
On the right side of the horse is an clabo-
rate swastika in white paint. A closer in-
spection of the monumem by Heritage
Sotutions revealed some carlier writing
in red and black paint that reads °1 LOVE
S.W.A™ This scenario raises questions
such as who is responsible for “defac-
ig” the monument, When was this done
and why? We leave the first two to the
National Monuments Council (o investi-
gate. Our concern is merely to decode
the reasons or the message that is en-
coded in the act of defacing monuments.

It is not a novel and uniquc practice
to Numibia to express protest on monu-
ments. Our earlier rescarch in South Af-
rica (2001) has shown that the Cecil John
Rhodes statue at the University of Cape
Town was used several imes to cxpress
dissent and protest especially in the 1970s
and 1980s by students who held oppos-
ing views (o the government of the day.
Such expressions included painting the
statuc pink, daubing it with grease and
cven paiting a swastika on it. The rea-
soning behind such acts is that monu-
ments by nature communicatc many
meanings publicly and thus are targets
of expressions ol opposing views. In so
doing the menuments and public spaces
assume @ new function; that of a puhlic
forum where the dialectics of power and
resistance are discussed. @ur (entative
conclusion is the fact that the rider monu-
ment is viewed as expressing loyalty (o
the empirc (cven long after the
decolonisation of the Tast colony in Af-
rica) the use of the monument Lo cxpress
protest, in this casc, articulates the com-
plex processes that are at play as far as
idcologics of the past are concerned. One
such idcology is the genocide of 1904, Tt
is our contention that it is by no means a
coincidence that the horse has been pub-
licly gralfited exactly 100 ycars after the
eenocide. Therefore this can be inter-
preted as opposttion (0 a long gone em-
pirc whore effects remain fresh in the
memory of Namibians. The rider is & con-
tinuous reminder of this empire. In other
wards @ hurting past still haunts Namibia.
leis a form of nostalgic dissent or protest
in retrospect.

The danger with such a postulation
is that it may Tead to witch huming that

will point o a particwlar group as being
the likely aunthors of the graffiti but our
submission is that the author ot the
words could be imyone who wants to cx-
press (heir opinion about the cvents of
1904, Are there any lessons Lo be learned?
Perhaps the greatest question here is how
safe are Wamihian monuments tboth new
and old)? Toes the National Monuments
Council have a policy and programme/
strategy for wmonitoring monuments? 1f
so how widely disseminated is it? Are
there educational programmes designed
for important sites and monememts such
as the Heroes Acre so that the youth can
learn more about Namibian history and
tearn not (o disfigure monuments? So
many quesons.

One respondent suggested that
*...we should he very proud of this: {that)
the Benknral is sull standing.” suggest-
mg that a worst scenario could have oc-
curred or might occur. But what should
he done 1o ensure it remains standing?
Onc practicit] suggestion would be (o re-
comextualize the monument in terms of
meaning, o append new meanings (0 it
through revisiting its inscriptions (the
monument still carrics the old National
Monuments symbol). Currently, the in-
scription, in the German language, tells
only of the German side of the story, with
assistance of a bigger display in the Ger-
man Church just across the street (o the
north of the monument. The *political
other’ s lelt out, in this casc the
OvaHerero, the Pamara and Nama who
were also part of this war. Where are their
stor(y)ies? Just on the foot of the Allc
Feste, for example, was reportedly a pris-
oner of war camp. can this be used as @
form of landscape re-interpretation in re-
lution (o the rider (0 give voice (0 the
silent/submerged storics of the political
other in this representation?

Our contention is that what should
he done o the Rider Monument if it has
10 cvade defacing, is a process ol trans-
formation in what it represents, to creale
what one academic referred (o as o *Com-
munity of Mcmory'. A community of
memory is @ ‘sbared’ recollection of the
pust that combines celebration with cri-
tique. A useful community of memory fo-
cuses not only on exemplary lives bul
also on “suffTering rcceived
—oand..suffering flicted™. Therefore, it
is better not (o shoot the people respon-
sible for defacing the monument gs ong
respondent suggests, hut (0 shoot the
offensive message the monument carrics,
the question is how? This is left for de-
bate.



