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What does it mean to commemorate? How do memorials create personal meaning in a public place? 

Commemoration is an action taken to give respect and remind people of a person, thing or event; a widespread method of commemorating is by creating memorials. It is about is retaining memory of a subject in the past and giving meaning to it. Typically, physical memorials are a statue or structure that serves as a visual reminder to the individual of the subject it is hoping to commemorate. These give a personal meaning in public places by acting as a link between the person viewing it and the subject being remembered. The statue or structure encourages the individual to imagine what the event or person may have been like and allows a feeling of empathy. However, physical memorials are not the only way to commemorate; people are able to honour and remember a person, event or object in other ways.

A common method of commemorating events that happened on a certain day is by using the anniversaries of the incidents as days to reflect back on it. One of the most well-known examples of this is the September 11 attacks, which occurred in 2001. Ever since that tragedy, the general public uses September 11th each year as a day to think back to the people who lost their lives on that day, and the day often comes paired with the phrase ‘Never Forget’. The idea of ‘Never Forget’ on September 11 is to prompt individuals to reflect on the lives lost that day and to allow those people to live on in memory and in thought. This commemorates those people as it honours their lives and ensures that they are not forgotten after this disaster. Richa Taneja, in her article on the NDTV website (Taneja, 2018), writes of how the phrase ‘NeverForget’ trended on the popular and worldwide social networking website Twitter, and shares some of the tributes written on the site. Also, researching the phrase ‘Never Forget’ as a search term on Google Trends (Google, 2018), which shows how often and when a search term has been entered, shows a clear growth in searches during September - specifically around the date of the 11th. Google Trends also allows you to see where this search term has been entered, and the pattern is evident not just in America but worldwide. This is evidence of the personal meaning this phrase gives to the general public and how it has become such a familiar phrase that it is known and searched for globally, and not just in the United States of America. Therefore, it is an effective way of commemorating the people who lost their lives and gave their lives to save others on that day.

Similarly, November 11th is another example of a non-physical commemoration, by acting as a Memorial Day to commemorate the day the armistice was signed to mark the end of the first World War. This commemoration is observed at the eleventh hour on the eleventh day of the eleventh month each year, and one of the most recognised methods by the public is by taking part in a two-minute silence. The idea behind this silence is to encourage and give the public time to think and honour those who have fought for their country and those who have lost their lives for that cause. This commemoration is effective as the silence is so widely observed that it effects many day-to-day activities. For example, in many stores the staff will be asked to take part in this silence, which allows both the customers and the staff to take a minute away from their work or shopping to think of the lives lost and show their respect towards them. Mike Kelly, in his article on the ChronicleLive website (Kelly, 2018), writes how in a local event one observer mentions of how it was ‘touching to see the range of ages that had turned out’. This proves the effectiveness of the commemoration as it leaves an impact on people of all ages; the Memorial Day and two-minute silence is followed by children and adults alike. Both the September 11 and November 11 memorial days share the idea of not forgetting and honouring lives that were lost. They are both strong examples of what it means to commemorate as they are so widely known and have almost become part of a ‘tradition’ each year. These days are a show of honour and respect towards lives lost and encourages emotion and empathy from the public. 

However, more small scale and occasionally more personal memorials are often physical as opposed to the memorial days and silences held. Examples of this includes statues, monuments and structures depicting a person or object, and the most common example of this is as simple as a tomb or a headstone. This showcases who a person was, and what they wish to be remembered for, and therefore even those who did not know the person can know who the memorial is commemorating. According to the Headstone Guide website (Headstone Guide, n.d.), a headstone is to memorialise a loved one for years to come and should represent the way in which they lived their lives. As headstones are found in a public place, such as a graveyard, this creates personal meaning because having a headstone that represents the way someone lived their life forms an impression of who that person may have been. This encourages empathy as it makes the individual feel as if they knew the person shown on the headstone.

On the other hand, memorials that are unmarked can also be an effective way for the public to commemorate, without knowing who that memorial actually belongs to. Many nations hold symbolic tombs for unknown soldiers, a practice observed by many countries such as the UK, France and the United States. Mario Cacciottolo writes in his article about the unknown soldier on BBC News (Cacciottolo, 2010), and comments how the grave of an unknown warrior symbolises those who made the ultimate sacrifice for their country. Having a nationally recognised grave like this gives families who lost a loved one to wars a physical object to grieve at, as the tomb of the unknown soldier can represent their loss and help them deal with that. It forms an emotional connection between the public and their loved one by giving them a place to remember them and show their respect towards them. This method of commemorating is slightly less personal than an individual headstone but still creates a personal meaning in a public place, as it allows each individual to visualise their own idea on who the memorial belongs to and the meaning behind it.

So why do we commemorate? The answer is simply as a way to remember and to learn from the past. Laura Blue writes in her article about why we remember bad things on the Time website (Blue, 2008) and mentions how Matt Wilson, a professor of neurobiology at MIT's Picower Institute for Learning and Memory, explains that we remember unpleasant events to use our experience to guide future behaviour. This shows that in the case of bad events and tragedies, such as wars, natural disasters or terrorist attacks, the act of commemorating the event and not forgetting it is not just to honour the lives lost, but to remind the public of what happened on that day in the hope that there is not a repeat of it in the future. This is especially effective in the case of wars, as having a regular reminder of the amount of lives that are lost to the cause of fighting in a war strongly portrays the biggest downside in war, and therefore encourages the thought of alternative options.

One strong example of a memorial that serves the purpose of reminding the public of an unpleasant past in the hope of avoiding it in the future is the Monument to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin. In the BBC News article written about the opening of the Berlin Holocaust memorial (News.bbc.co.uk, 2005), the writer comments how parliamentary president Wolfgang Thierse says that the memorial recalls the most terrible crime of Nazi Germany, and how Germany now “faces up to its history”. This shows how Germany have used this monument to remind the public of the horrible past in its country and to honour the murdered Jews, but also as a sign that Germany has moved on from those events and have become a better country since then and do not want to repeat that past. This monument being in such a public place creates a strong personal meaning as it stands out and is in your face, which makes it thought provoking. In the BBC News article, the writer also mentions how architect Peter Eisenman hoped the visitors would use the monument as part of their daily lives and as an everyday experience. This shows that it is not intended as an intrusive memorial, it gives the public the option of using it as a way to commemorate the lives lost but also doesn’t take away from their daily lives as opposed to other forms of commemorating and memorials, for example the two-minute silence that briefly halts day-to-day activities.

Many memorials can also come in the form of an art installation, as an effective and creative way to encourage thought not just for the victims but also as a reminder of the perpetrator. On the Guardian website, Peter Walker and Vicky Lane write of a ‘ghost bike’ memorial that was put up at King’s Cross (Walker, 2011). The idea of this ghost bike is to commemorate a life lost due to a road accident while cycling. However, this memorial also effectively warns the general public of the dangers of cycling on the road, which portrays a strong personal meaning to the public. This memorial pushes a message across of road safety, which strongly helps to try and prevent more road accidents happening in the future. This is an effective memorial as it not only commemorates the life of the person who died in this accident, but honours that life by trying to prevent it from happening again in the future to anyone else. However, this is not always seen as a positive thing, as it can easily be misinterpreted as a scare tactic used to put people off cycling. This shows how easily a memorial and commemoration can be misinterpreted as they are not always obvious and literal, and some are open for the public to make their own interpretations on what it could mean.

In conclusion, to commemorate means to remember and to honour a subject from the past. For a tragedy or event, commemoration is to encourage the public to think back to that day and to ensure any lives lost during it are not forgotten. It also serves as a reminder to the public of what happened on that day, to try and avoid a similar event happening again in the future. For people, however, commemoration is to create an emotional connection between the life lost and the person who is commemorating them and helps a person cope with grieving. This is often done with memorials, to leave an impression on who that person was so that the individual has a physical reminder of that person. This creates a personal meaning to the individual as they have a place to mourn the life lost, as that memorial feels personal to the person who has passed. Memorials that belong to people that an individual may not know may not know also have a similar effect, as a personal memorial can represent who someone was, therefore anyone viewing that memorial is able to feel like they knew that person. Memorials may also leave the interpretation for the public to decide for themselves, which can lead to misinterpretation and confusion and therefore the meaning that a memorial gives, may not always be seen as a positive one despite its intentions.
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