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Reading the book under review leaves one with a profound sense of challengeand stimulation. The breadth and depth of the author’s knowledge is such that the reviewer who wishes to do it justice in just a few pages faces a daunting task. Yet this is precisely the kind of work that this reviewer, for one, always hopes to encounter.
In her work Susan Slyomovics offers the fruit of decades of intellectual engagement, indeed a ‘hand-to-hand’ grappling, with both Algeria and France: an exceptionally accomplished ethnography, at once intimate and rigorously scholarly, capable of weaving together complex and never banal theoretical and methodological reflections with a situated, grounded knowledge of its object of inquiry.
Nor is it easy to assign this work a single disciplinary home, for it draws with intelligence and freedom upon a wide array of approaches: most obviously anthropology (which Slyomovics teaches at UCLA), but also history (of colonialism and independences), settler colonial studies, war studies and memory studies, urban studies, art theory and the social history of art, as well as oral history and global history.
As Slyomovics writes in the dense introduction to her book: ‘I wanted to analyze French colonialism and its aftermaths in France and Algeria through war memorials, the “monuments after all” that survive in both countries. They are the many visible aspects of French colonialism, and since 1962, when Algeria won its independence from France, are among colonial artifacts in France as well’ (p. 2). As discerning readers will have immediately recognized, the phrase ‘monuments after all’ is borrowed from Georges Didi-Huberman and his Images malgré tout (2003). In that volume, Didi-Huberman describes the notion of survivance as both ‘the indestructibility of a trace of time within the present life’ and, at the same time, as a ‘change in the status and meaning’ of what survives (quoted in Slyomovics, p. 205). In this sense, one could say that Slyomovics approaches monuments as if they were ‘l’œil de l’histoire’ – just as images were for Didi-Huberman – with their ‘tenacious vocation to render visible’ (Didi-Huberman 2003, p. 56).
This dual temporality – at once permanence and metamorphosis – constitutes the guiding thread of the volume. French colonial monuments in Algeria, as well as those transferred to France after independence, are not regarded as inert relics but as living objects, continually generating conflict, appropriation, and rewriting. To speak of ‘monuments after all’ thus means to observe their destiny malgré tout: that is, precisely as such, after colonisation, after independence, after decades of silence, vandalism, or resignification.
In introducing her object of study, Slyomovics also makes explicit her debt toFrench historiography on war memory and war memorials, from Antoine Prost (1977) to Annette Becker (1988): Prost demonstrated how monuments served as instruments for the civic inscription of republican memory; Becker emphasised their role as sites of mourning and social cohesion. In Algeria, however, their function changes radically: colonial monuments do not integrate but exclude. They celebrate French war dead, marginalise or erase the ‘indigènes’ combatants, and inscribe into urban space the epistemic and material violence of the metropole: ‘Frantz Fanon calls this mobilisation of topography, architecture, and infrastructure to regulate individual spaces and respiration “occupied breathing … combat breathing”’ (109). The dialectic that in France was inclusive here becomes, in the colony, a mechanism of domination. Slyomovics thus situates herself beyond this seminal historiographical tradition, enriching it with a decolonial lens.
The book is divided into four chapters. In the first, the author appropriately chooses to focus on postcards as a visual archive of colonial monumentality: ‘In 1990 – writes Slyomovics – I became a deltiologist, someone who studies and makes a hobby of collecting postcards’ (27). Postcards – produced, collected, and exchanged by the millions in the colony – function as portable monuments: they reduce urban stagings of power (squares, equestrian statues, war memorials, allegories of the ‘civilising mission’) to image, disseminate them globally, fix their iconography, and naturalise their presence.
Slyomovics examines this visual dispositif, bringing to light the colonial grammar of representation (perspectives, captions, framed civic rituals) and its memorial reuse within diasporic cultures after 1962. Analysed here in the light of nostalgérie, the nostalgia of the pieds-noirs for the lost Algeria, postcards become affective relics and instruments of an identity revival. In other words, the chapter demonstrates how the central theme of the book – the transformative survival of monuments – unfolds in iconographic terms: monuments ‘survive’ when formatted as postcards, circulate out of place and out of scale, and in this translation continue to produce memory and to politicise the gaze.
The second chapter shifts attention from the iconographic medium to material mobility: how, when, and why numerous war memorials erected in Algeria (particularly in the province of Oran) were removed and transferred to France in the aftermath of independence. Here, Slyomovics focuses on what might be termed the economy of monumental relocations: actors (associations of former settlers, municipal administrations, the military), procedures (authorisations, seizures, nocturnal ‘rescues’), and the new sites of arrival in metropolitan territory (parks, commemorative squares, cemeteries, museums).
It is in this context that the author also discusses the well-known case of the statue taken from the Oran memorial and reinstalled in Lyon, which becomes the starting point for an inquiry into why and how a memorial ‘from Oran’ should appear in a French square. Following Cooper and Stoler (1997), Slyomovics proposes a ‘particular biography of the Oran-Lyon war memorial’ that studies ‘colony and metropole as a single analytical frame’ (211). In this sense, the operation, Slyomovics argues, is never neutral: the transfer re-localises meaning and thereby produces new commemorative rituals within the diaspora.
The third chapter addresses the paradigmatic case of Sidi-Bel-Abbès, the historic headquarters of the French Foreign Legion (created in 1831 precisely to support the conquest of Algeria). Here Slyomovics meticulously reconstructs the monumental landscape of the military corps, which sustained the myth of the city’s (and indeed a whole world’s) foundation by pioneers who conquered an ‘empty’ land (or rather, one deemed such in accordance with a central pillar of settler colonial ideology). With Algerian independence, the Legion decided to dismantle its ‘world’ piece by piece and transfer it to its new headquartersin Aubagne, France, rather than leave it to the Algerians. The analysis combines institutional history, ethnography of military commemorations, and iconographicinterpretation of the heroic forms through which the Legion represented itself in Algerian urban space.
Here the theme of ‘monuments after all’ becomes dismantling in both the literal and figurative sense: dismantling a world (that of French settlement inAlgeria) entails the material redistribution of statues, plaques, reliquaries, and, symbolically, of functions (self-representation, military mourning, foundation myth). The chapter also reveals the frictions and conflicts between the Legion’s heritage, the post-independence Algerian public sphere, and contemporary French memories, highlighting the constitutively transnational dimension of the dispute. ‘The circulation of these statues and monuments between Algeria and France – writes Slyomovics – is a salutary reminder of the unfinished Algerian conversation with the departed French other’ (137).
The fourth and final chapter revolves around the figure of the artist Ahmed Benyahia and the landscape of public sculpture in the Constantine region. Here Slyomovics draws on the valuable interview with the artist conducted by Natalya Vince and Walid Benkhaled (2019), to which she adds her own interviews with Benyahia alongside her characteristic ethnographic approach. What emerges is a different movement from the first three chapters: not the dismantling or relocation of monuments inherited from colonialism, but the active construction of Algerian provenances and genealogies for contemporary public art. ‘Creating provenance’ entails documenting authors, patrons, sites, and materials; inscribing sculpture within chains of transmission and local narratives; working with institutions and archives that can give form to a history of public art not derived from the metropole. In this way, the book demonstrates that the decolonisation of monumentality is not limited to the destruction or rewriting of French artefacts, but also involves the positive construction of new heritages and new memories rooted in the Algerian present.
In dialogue with the Algerian sculptor and painter Ahmed Benyahia, Slyomovics highlights two theoretical configurations that appear particularly useful for overcoming the impasse in which the debate on (post) colonial memories currently finds itself (in France as elsewhere): the Situation it détournement, and what Benyahia calls amour colonial, which Slyomovics translates as ‘settler love’. For both, the author focuses on the Algerian context. The ‘détournement [hijacking] of prefabricated aesthetic elements’ is explained through the classic definition of the Situationist International of 1958 as ‘the integration of present or past artistic production into a superior construction of a milieu’ (156). Amour colonial, by contrast, highlights the paradox whereby, as Benyahia insists, ‘the French really loved Constantine’, in the sense that ‘they love Algeria without Algerians’ (189). The author thus positions herself firmly within what I would regard as the most promising field of inquiry within memory studies, namely one that focuses on how memory and identities actually function, rather than stopping at a superficial definition of memory. In other words, she adopts a bottom-up rather than a top-down approach. 
In this respect, Susan Slyomovics’s book offers a pivotal contribution to the study of colonial memories. By productively bringing together a wide variety of approaches, Monuments Decolonized demonstrates how monuments remain battlegrounds of memory. They are monuments malgré tout: they survive, they are transformed, rewritten, and re-signified. They cannot simply be erased, for their very stone retains the trace of colonial violence. Yet they can be reinterpreted, bent to new narratives, and integrated into a renewed cultural heritage.
At a historical moment when the question of decolonising public space has once again come forcefully to the fore across the world – from England to the United States, from Italy to South Africa – Slyomovics’s book provides invaluable analytical tools.
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