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Assignment: Essay - In the immediate years following the Armistice in 1918, Wales experienced an intense period of commemoration and memorialisation. Discuss, with reference to at least two memorials to the ‘fallen’ in the Principality.
‘Search for a Language’: Post-War Memorialisation in Haverfordwest and Aberystwyth 

In the years that immediately followed the end of the Great War in 1918, Wales was faced with a challenge perhaps unlike any it had known before, at least during the lifetime of those who experienced it. Like the other regions in the United Kingdom, Wales had only just made it through the struggle of surviving the war when they were faced with yet another challenge: the question of how to move forward. A huge component of this challenge was deciding how, and if, the war was to be remembered. Was the war ultimately a triumph that should be celebrated while honouring the sacrifices of the dead? Or was it still a painful wound for those who had been personally impacted by the fighting, who would perhaps prefer to forget and move on? Furthermore, who decided the answer: the surviving soldiers, the bereaved, or whoever held political power at the time? When memorials began to be planned to commemorate the war dead, these conflicts rose to the surface. The memorials would stand as physical manifestations of the nation’s collective memory of the war, holding the potential to represent both grief and closure to those who had lost loved ones to the conflict. The significance of war memorials in the immediate post-war era cannot be overstated, and this is why they serve as vivid historical artefacts from a nation in turmoil. They can show us not only the collective problems in memorialisation experienced across the country – and indeed across Europe at the time – but also the impact of local feelings and politics on the commemorative process. In this essay, we will look at two memorials from the Great War in Wales: one in Haverfordwest, and the other in Aberystwyth. We will consider how these memorials can act as microcosms of the nationwide struggle to address its collective trauma, as well as monuments situated within a uniquely local history. In doing so, we can learn better how Haverfordwest, Aberystwyth, and Wales in general approached commemoration after the war.  
	In his book Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History, Jay Winter suggests that war memorials can be identified as belonging to three main categories according to their location and the time at which they were constructed: ‘first, scattered over the home front before 1918; second, in postwar churches and civic sites in the decade following the Armistice; and third, in war cemeteries.’[footnoteRef:1] Both the memorials we will consider here fit into Winter’s second category more broadly, but it is Haverfordwest that best exemplifies the traits which Winter then goes on to describe such memorials as usually demonstrating. On the second category of memorials, Winter writes:  [1:  Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 79.] 

[this category] had ecumenical and conventional patriotic elements, emphasizing at once the universality of loss and the special features of national political and aesthetic traditions. These local war memorials arose out of the postwar search for a language in which to reaffirm the values of the community for which soldiers had laid down their lives.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 

The Haverfordwest county war memorial stood as the physical product of the local community’s search for that value-affirming language which Winter speaks of. The memorial, near Salutation Square in Haverfordwest, features a large stone dragon seated atop a thick pedestal. Each of the pedestal’s four sides is mounted with a bronze plaque; the forward-facing of these displays the county arms and a memorial inscription, flanked on either side by the names of key battles fought in the war, while the other three plaques list the names of the local fallen soldiers. Around the top of the pedestal, underneath the dragon, are engraved three words that summarise the narrative of this memorial: sacrifice, courage, honour, and victory.[footnoteRef:3] This, in the most literal sense, is the ‘language’ which Winter refers to. While the importance of sacrifice is stressed, the story told by the memorial is ultimately one not of tragedy, but of triumph.  Though the dragon stands out as a symbol specific to Welsh identity - less common than other memorials’ allusions to British or even ‘English’ pride – it nevertheless evokes a sense of unifying, national spirit in the same vein as many other post-war memorials throughout Great Britain. Likewise, the key words engraved on the memorial (sacrifice, courage, honour, and victory), suggest that those who died during the war did so nobly, sacrificing themselves for a greater cause, and that their loved ones should be proud of this. Is the Haverfordwest memorial thus an accurate representation of local feeling about the war – that though they mourned the dead, they also celebrated the values which they died for? Or was this memorial less a reflection of such patriotic feeling than it was a dictator of it, showing the mourners how they were supposed to feel about the war? [3:  Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, Coflein, 2 December 2013, <https://www.coflein.gov.uk/en/site/419437/details/haverfordwest-county-war-memorial> [Accessed 25th January 2019].] 

	If we look at the reception of the Haverfordwest county memorial around when it was created, evidence would suggest that the local populace was largely supportive of the message it carried. The unveiling ceremony, for example, was extremely well attended, and it appears that (besides some discussion over the exact form the memorial would take) the Salutation Square monument was generally not controversial.[footnoteRef:4] However, the post-war memorials of Wales rarely served purely to represent the private feelings of the local mourners (which are ultimately hard to assess from a historical perspective, due to lack of evidence), and the Haverfordwest memorial was no exception. While these memorials typically relied on some degree of public support to ensure their creation, there is always a sort of didactic purpose hidden under the surface of their simpler, funereal uses.  [4:  L.J. Mason, ‘Chapter Five’ in 'Commemoration and Memorialisation in west Wales following the Great War' (Unpublished PhD, University of Wales, Lampeter, 2009).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk536032087]	In her article ‘Private Grief and Public Remembrance: British First World War Memorials’, Catherine Moriarty emphasises the importance of WWII memorials in situating the private experience of loss within post-war trauma on a national scale. She writes, ‘Public remembrance was dependent on private memory, yet its ultimate objective was to mould and control the latter as a specific stabilized narrative which served to unify national memory.’[footnoteRef:5] This is not to say that the people of Pembrokeshire were openly or even consciously forced into a form of remembrance that fit the national agenda. Rather, I would argue that the hegemonic influence which Moriarty describes often impacted memorialisation in subtler, but no less effective ways. In his history of Wales from 1880 to 1980, Wales: Rebirth of a Nation, Kenneth O. Morgan writes of the post-war period: ‘the legacy of wartime patriotism soon evaporated. Welsh scholars and writers now increasingly viewed the war with disgust as a symbol of uncivilised mass brutality.’[footnoteRef:6] This seems to suggest that the popular Welsh response to the end of the war was not monolithic, and yet the perspective of such people who saw the war as an act of ‘mass brutality’ is rarely represented in memorials. The post-war period was no doubt a time of complex feelings for many of those who survived the war, and their perspectives on it ran the gamut from horror to honour – still, it is only one of these that is shown in most war memorials, including the one in Haverfordwest. [5:  Catherine Moriarty, ‘Private Grief and Public Remembrance: British First World War Memorials’, in War and Memory in the Twentieth Century, (Oxford: Berg, 1997), p. 125.]  [6:  Kenneth Morgan, Rebirth of a Nation: Wales 1880-1980, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), p.182.] 

	Stylistically, the Aberystwyth war memorial appears quite different to its counterpart in Haverfordwest, though in terms of origin and symbolism they share some similarities. Designed by the Italian sculptor Mario Rutelli, the Aberystwyth war memorial has a distinctly classical aesthetic.  The sculpture is positioned on the edge of the Aberystwyth seafront and features two female figures: winged Victory standing atop the main column and the naked personification of Humanity emerging from the base, with both figures facing out to sea.[footnoteRef:7] Like the Haverfordwest memorial, the Aberystwyth sculpture includes references to Welsh identity in the form of a dragon engraved on the base, along with the Welsh phrases ‘Dros Ryddid’ (for freedom) and ‘a'u gogoniant ni ddileir’ (apparently a translation of Ecclesiasticus 44: 13, ‘their glory shall never be blotted out’). In addition to the names of the fallen, there is also another panel that reads, ‘greater love hath no man than this…’ (another biblical reference, this time to John 15: 13, which finishes ‘to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.’). [7:  Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, Coflein, 2009, <https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/32643/details/aberystwyth-war-memorial-new-promenade> [Accessed 25th January 2019].] 

	There is such a large amount of symbolism present in the Aberystwyth memorial, that at first the idea of analysing it appears somewhat overwhelming. Yet the symbols present in the memorial do not contradict each other, but rather each contribute their part to the overall narrative which the memorial presents.  That is, a narrative which says that the deaths of those lost in the war were honourable sacrifices done for a cause greater than themselves. The design of the memorial comes at this from multiple angles. Firstly, as in the Haverfordwest memorial, the nods to Welsh identity in the sculpture’s design lend a sense of national duty to the soldiers’ service. Likewise, the allusions to such abstract concepts as freedom, victory, and glory put aside the conflict’s geo-political context in favour of evoking a broader struggle of good vs. bad. This naturally adds to the aforementioned glory of the soldiers the memorial is in honour of, but it also avoids acknowledging the certain realities of war. By remembering the war as one fought simply for ideas such as ‘freedom’ and ‘peace’, the memorial tacitly accepts the justification of the war as one fought for the greater good, which would have been more politically convenient than any suggestion that the conflict might have been avoided or – even worse – fought for any less-than-noble reasons. The religious motifs in the memorial support this stance, lending a sense of Christian duty to the role of the soldiers. Bible quotes about ‘glory’ and ‘no greater love than this’ connect the war to a long history of Christian conflicts, in the process positioning the British side as being favoured by God, and the soldiers subsequently following God’s will. Given that many of the most vocal critics of the war in Wales were clergymen, this suggestion could further help to silence critical post-war rhetoric. Even if the Great War at the time it happened was a singular event in British history, the struggle conjured up by the Aberystwyth memorial is not one of a specific event, complicated by national interests and historical context, but of a battle as old as time: between the forces of freedom and glory who protect the peace, and those who would threaten it. 
	Like its Haverfordwest counterpart, the Aberystwyth memorial enjoyed a degree of public support during its creation. This was necessary for its construction, since the money for the sculpture (as in Haverfordwest) was raised through repeated crowdfunding efforts.[footnoteRef:8] The result of this was an imposingly beautiful memorial, one of the most striking (and undeniably the most expensive) in West Wales.[footnoteRef:9] Public reception of the memorial after its unveiling was perhaps even more enthusiastic than during the funding process [give example]. Yet there is no denying the significance of a memorial that is so uncritical of the war existing in Aberystwyth, no stranger to anti-war sentiment, such as that which was shown in the university’s journal Y Wawr.[footnoteRef:10] While it may not have been intentional, the memorial acted not only as a reaffirmation to those who genuinely believed the narrative put forward by its design, but also as a rebuttal to those who questioned it.  [8:  Mason, ‘Chapter Eight’ in 'Commemoration and Memorialisation in west Wales following the Great War'.]  [9:  Mason, 'Commemoration and Memorialisation in west Wales following the Great War', p. 203.]  [10:  Kenneth Morgan, ‘Peace Movements in Wales’, Welsh History Review, 10(3), (1981), p. 409.] 

	Throughout Wales, the post-war memorials created in the wake of World War II acted as tools for the narrativization of the conflict. On one hand, they allowed the grieving populace a sense of closure and the chance to establish a narrative that could be a source of comfort in looking back at the war. Yet on the other hand, they were equally useful tools for the hegemonic reaffirmation of the traditional stance on the war: a great sacrifice, but one done for noble purposes that are not to be questioned. There is no definite way to say how those who lost loved ones during the war truly felt about the post-war memorials, as even outward expressions of enthusiasm could disguise inner uncertainty. Furthermore, the pain of grief experienced by the mourners was likely overwhelming, and they can easily be forgiven for accepting a post-war narrative that could provide some reassurance in its presentation of the loss as being for a good cause. To a community that had already suffered the loss of a loved one, to think of that loss as possibly being a tragic or unnecessary sacrifice might have been too much to bear. This can partially account for why the dominant narrative present in war memorials, conforming so easily to the politically convenient stance on the war at the time, was accepted with relatively little argument. We know for certain that, both before and after the war, there were people who looked upon it as morally wrong or needless – but their ideas are notably absent from most memorials, including those in Haverfordwest and Aberystwyth. Nevertheless, considering the trauma which the whole country was processing in the post-war period, perhaps this absence of critical perspectives is understandable.
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