Linda Brigance, Department of Communication
Poland/Germany – “Ruin and Revival – History, Modern Memory and Identity
The promotional material for the Council on International Education Exchange/International Faculty Development Seminar (CIEE/IFDS) urges you to “transform your classroom, your institution, yourself.”  That sounds like three pretty lofty goals, but only to anyone who hasn’t experienced one of their summer faculty seminars.  I had the honor to be chosen as a SUNY Fredonia International Scholar and spend 10 of the most “transforming” days of my life as a CIEE/IFDS participant.  The seminar I attended, “Ruin and Revival: History, Modern Memory and Identity” took place over 10 days divided between Krakow, Poland and Berlin, Germany.  During this time sixteen college faculty from all over the United States, representing 15 different academic disciplines, grabbled with the complex issue of the role of historical memory in the formulation of individual and national identities in contemporary post-Holocaust and post-communist Poland and former East German. 
 Like all good academics, we ended up with more questions than answers; questions that will forever change my understanding of Europe, the United States, and the boundless inhumanity and goodness of which we are capable given the “right” circumstances.  To help us investigate the seminar topic we visited two countries, attended presentations by 25 experts on a variety of related topics, and visited 23 sites of memory.  These included historic sites like the former Auschwitz/Birkenau concentration camps and the Berlin Wall East Gallery; memorials such as those commemorating the “Murdered Jews of Europe” and the Nazi book burning; and institutions, like the Krakow Jewish Community Center and the Center for Dialogue and Prayer down the road from Auschwitz, that are working today to understand “why” and to help realize the vow heard throughout our visits: “never again.”
With such a profound topic as our guiding framework, it was imperative that our schedule included some fun; and it did! We toasted each other at an authentic German beer garden, ate amazing meals every day in places picked for their special significance (like lunch at the former headquarters of the GDR in Berlin), were entertained in Berlin by a talented young ex-pat political singer/song-writer from Michigan, heard amazing klezmer music by groups from around the world, and watched fireworks over Wavel Castle in Poland.  

Because of our intense daily schedule (out at 8 am every day and back after 10 pm) we had lots of time to share tears and laughter with new friends.  The interdisciplinary nature of this seminar was invaluable. I was able to hear insights on the topic of collective memory from an economist, a biologist (who knew that yeast “cries”), a psychologist and others who enriched my own understanding of the topic that previously had been grounded in my discipline--rhetoric.    

We were able to accomplish so much because of the careful planning and expert leadership of the staff of CIEE. There was never a hitch in our arrangements, accommodations, or transportation, leaving us free to make the most of this once-in-a- lifetime opportunity where all six senses were immersed in our topic.  I cannot recommend this experience highly enough.  It was a gift from SUNY Fredonia’s COIL program that will inform my teaching, research and personal identity the rest of my life. I will be teaching an Honor's course focusing on collective memory during the Fall 2011.
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Dr. Brigance at the Berlin Wall East Gallery---one foot in the former East Berlin and the other in the former West
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East Gallery, Berlin: This is the largest extant section of the Berlin Wall.  It has been preserved as an art gallery, featuring work dedicated to "peace.
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Typography of Terror Memorial/Museum, Berlin: This memorial/museum is on the site of the former headquarters of the SS and Gestapo. It was designed to "demand" transparency. The glass walls ensure that you can always see inside from the outside and outside from the inside.
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Rehum Cemetery, Krakow, Poland.  Jewish cemetery dating back to the 15th century; destroyed by the Nazi's.  This wall is made up of fragments of headstones that were found in the rubble.  The associated synagogue as well as the cemetery are being restored.
