

[bookmark: _GoBack]
How do we remember? Using at least three examples discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.
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War Memorials and their purposes as symbols of remembrance




The first world war saw massive loss of life and destruction to much of Europe. Following the armistice, the countries involved erected monuments in towns and cities with the names of the soldiers who died fighting in the War. It was the first time that War memorials has become commonplace among communities around the world, Prior to that the oldest war memorial in the United Kingdom was founded in 1438 at Oxford University’s All Souls College where in addition to its academic function The Warden and originally, forty fellows were to pray for those who had fallen in the long wars with France (1) but it was the Franco Prussian War that would have the first in Europe to have rank and file solders commemorated by name (2). Apart from wars memorials have been use to a range of tragic events; great disaster both natural and those such as plane crashes as well as to commemorate such horrible genocides as the Holocaust and Holodomor. These memorials come in many forms they can be a statue a museum or a simple cenotaph and are most commonly built to remember the tragic loss of life but can and have been used to celebrate a victory in war or battle

After the Soviet Union “Liberated” Eastern European countries from Nazi Germany monuments where placed in the countries celebrating the liberation of these countries. Following the end of the second world war these countries while technically independent of the Soviet Union the function of these countries was heavily controlled from Moscow (3)(4)
In 1968 Alexander Dubcek sought to liberalise the Communist government creating ‘socialism with a human face’ (5)(6) The Soviet Union unhappy with this change in status quo along with three other Eastern Bloc countries invaded Czechoslovakia (7). Following the fall of the Soviet Union a Czech visual artist, David Cerny painted the Russian tank that sat on a plinth in Prague’s Kinsky Square a memorial to the liberation of Czechoslovakia and following the Prague spring a symbol of Russian dictatorship bright pink (8). The tank was later removed and placed in a military museum, but returned to Prague in 2011 and placed on a pontoon on the Viatava river to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the withdrawal of Soviet troops from the country (9). This monument originally a symbol of liberation would become a symbol of oppression to the Czech people and following Cerny’s paint job (during a time that Soviet troops were still in the country) again become a symbol of Liberation.

The Oise-Aisne American cemetery plot in Northern France contains the grave of 6,012 American soldier who died fighting in the First World War (10), While it largely contains the honoured dead it is also reminder to a much darker aspect of War. Hidden from view and detached from the main cemetery plots and only accessible through a back door in the superintendent’s office lied Plot E (11). Buried in the plot are the soldier who were Dishonourably Discharged from the army prior to their executions for their Crimes committed on fellow servicemen as well as civilians during the second world war (12). Plot E has been described as a “house of shame “and a “perfect anti-memorial by a cemetery employee (13). While most of the soldiers buried at Plot E where convicted of crimes such as rape or murder there was one soldier who was controversially buried here, Eddie Slovik who was court martialled and executed for desertion. The only American soldier to be sentenced this way since the American Civil War (14) his sentence and burial where considered by many to be unjust (15). Slovik’s wife Antoinette Slovik petitioned the Army for her husband’s remains and pension until her death in 1979 (16). Sadly, Slovik's execution was carried out for a fairly insidious reason. Desertion had become a systematic problem in France and the Germans offensive that had begun in the Ardennes (17) put a strain on the morale of US servicemen Eisenhower after receiving letters pleading for clemency (18) decided the sentence needed to be carried out to make an example to stop future attempts at desertion (19). 

Following the end of the war Slovik's tragic story would continue in popular culture. In 1960 Franck Sinatra planned to produce a movie titled the Execution of Private Slovik but was persuaded by the Kennedy camp as Sinatra was campaigning for John F. Kennedy’s precedency after hiring a blacklisted Communist screenwriter Alber Maltz due to public outrage and Sinatra's accusation of being a Communist sympathiser (20). This was however not the only attempt to bring to light the execution of Slovik in 1954 William Bradford Hule wrote The Execution of Private Slovik (21) which was later adapted to film in 1974 (22), additionally Kurt Vonnegut mentions Slovik's execution in his novel Slaughterhouse-Five (23) so it goes. Vonnegut also wrote a new Libretto for L’Histoire du Soldat in 1993 telling Sloviks story (24). While the American government refused to commemorate the death of Slovik his life and death would be commemorated through film, literature and theatre. Displaying not only his tragic death and the horror of war where humanity dies on the battlefield and people are seen as tools for the Generals 

War memorials are a way of remembering the honoured dead. War criminals often buried in unmarked grave, with no public commemorations as was the fate of many of the Nazi masterminds of the Holocaust (25) or as in the case of plot E buried in the same area as those who did not commit crimes but kept away and largely forgotten. This brings me to the controversial Yasuksuni Shrine in Japan, founded by Emperor Meiji in June 1869 it commemorates those who died in service of Imperial Japan until allied occupation in 1947. (26) The Shrine lists the names origins birthdates and places of death of 2,466,532 men woman and children, as well as some pets. The controversy comes from the 1,068 convicted war criminals who are also commemorated at the shrine. Due to their enshrinement China, South Korea, North Korea and Taiwan consider Yasukuni Shrine a microcosm of a revisionist and unapologetic approach to Japanese crimes during the second world war. (27) of course this comes as no surprise and these countries where all subject to the cruelty doled out by occupying Japanese forces (28) (29)(30) It doesn’t help that Japanese government considers that the legal and moral positions regarding war crimes are separate and maintains that Japan violated no international laws and treaties. (31)  considering many countries consider the crimes of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan to be of equal scale (32) Where post-war Germany is understanding and completely apologetic of their past crime (33) Japans stance leaves many wanting. 

It is important to note that while Japan has officially recognised the suffering its military has caused in 1995 Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama  stated “through its colonial rule and aggression, caused tremendous damage and suffering to the people of many countries, particularly of Asian nations”(34) The official apologies are viewed as inadequate or purely symbolic exchange by many of the survivors of the crimes or the families of victims (35) Japan has even gone so far as to complain to the US about a memorial dedicated to the so called comfort woman the tens of thousands of women and girls mostly Korean forced into sexual slavery by Japanese soldiers (35)

While most war memorials are dedicated to the glorious dead there are some that have been that where set up in towns in France dedicated to peace and denounce wars. These memorials feature grieving widows and children instead of soldiers, one of the most famous of these is in Gentioux it features a bronze statue of a child pointing at the list of the towns dead with the inscription ‘Maudite soit la guerre’ (Cursed be war) (36) These memorials sparked anger among Veterans and the military in general, with the memorial not being officially recognised until 1990 yet still soldiers at a nearby camp where ordered to turn their head when they walked past. 

While not entirely pacifistic the Canadian National Vimy Memorial. Located at the sight of the WWI Battle of Vimy ridge. (37) The memorial is constructed at the highest point of the ridge (38) it features many stylised images dedicated to peace and pacifism. There are a group of figures at each end of the front wall (39) The breaking of the sword which depicts three young men, one of whom is crouching and breaking his sword is located at the Southern corner and Sympathy of the Canadians for the Helpless is located at the northern end. Collectively the two groups are the Defenders and represent the ideals for which the Canadians gave their lives. (40) Also featured is a cannon barrel draped in laurel and olive branches carved into the wall above each group. (41) The sculptures represent the defeat of militarism and the general desire for peace.(42) The grouping of these features is the most overt image to pacifism in the monument, the breaking of the sword being very uncommon in war memorials (43) The sculpture is a stark contrast to what was originally planned which featured a soldier crushing a German helmet with his boot, but was rejected for its overtly militaristic appearance. (44) 

During The Second World War it was rumoured that the memorial had been destroyed either due to fighting or at the hands of the Nazis, (45) This led Germanys ministry of public Enlightenment and Propaganda to formally deny the accusations of vandalism In fact rather Strangely Adolf Hitler rather admired the memorial due to it standing as a monument to peace, rather than a celebration of war, in fact going so far to assign troops from the SS to protect the memorial during the occupation of France.(46)

Following the end of WWII little attention was paid to the memorial or even the battle it was dedicated too (47) only the Winnipeg Free Press and The Legionary, (the magazine of the Royal Canadian Legion) made note of the 35th anniversary of the battle in 1952 until 2007 the attention paid to the memorial fluctuated with large scale commemorations only occurring during times when anniversary ceremonies to the battle took place. In 2007 Queen Elizabeth II rededicated the memorial after extensive restoration work on the 9oth anniversary of the battle. (48) The rededication ceremony was the largest held at the site since its original dedication in 1936 with senior Canadian and French officials including the French and Canadian prime ministers along with thousands of Canadian student’s veterans of the Second World War and recent conflicts and the decedent of the soldiers who fought at Vimy (49)

There is a question as to what purpose war memorials serve their intent is to pay respect to those who have lost their lives in warfare and to act as a reminder of the suffering caused and to work as a message of peace. The Canadian Vimy Memorial being a great example of this. Sadly, the fact that attention to the memorial only occurs during anniversary of the battle it is telling that while it is a monument to peace and the folly of war, more attention is paid to the battle itself than the message the memorial tries to provide. It is perhaps for this reason that many people choose to wear the white poppy on remembrance day to remember all the victims of war  and to act as a commitment to peace and challenge those attempts to glamorise or celebrate war (50) opposed to the usual red poppy which is inly used to commemorate the military personnel who have lost their lives to war (51) in fact in 2010 a group of British Army veterans issued an open letter complaining that the poppy Appeal had become excessive and garish, that instead of being used for remembrance of lives lost in war was being used to marshal support for military campaigns. (52)
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