Discuss the issue of authenticity in relation to battlefield / military memorials

Military memorials have become a common feature of the landscape within many countries throughout the twentieth century, especially because of the First World War and the Second World War. These wars resulted in widespread loss of life on a scale not seen before, and many countries were left to think of ways to commemorate the loss of life. Therefore, many memorials were built to act as a tribute to the dead, to provide a place to mourn the dead, and to provide a lasting reminder of the loss of life. However, over time, they have become an important part of the heritage within the countries involved.
Despite this, the argument that memorials give a view of the past that is authentic or genuine isn’t easy to make. Generally, authenticity is a widely discussed word in the study of heritage sites. As Barbara Wood suggests, authenticity isn’t just about something or somewhere being genuine or accurate from a historical point of view. It also depends on how a particular event or period is viewed or interpreted by a particular community of people(Wood, 2020). Authenticity isn’t a fact; it’s a product of cultural values and social understanding.
Memorialisation is a product of this. As Sarah Tarlow suggests, memorialisation takes the personal loss of the dead and turns it into a shared memory that a particular community can relate to(Tarlow, 1997). Memorials, monuments, and commemorative landscapes plant the memory of war into people. These activities allow a particular community to pay homage to the dead while creating a narrative about their national identity(Tarlow, 1997).
One of the biggest debates in heritage studies is the concept of authenticity. Heritage sites are portrayed as authentic windows into the past, but many researchers argue that this is not necessarily true. Rather, they argue that it is a concept of authenticity that is socially constructed, meaning it is influenced by cultural definitions of meaning and the ways in which people view heritage sites and objects. In essence, it is a concept of something being authentic simply because it is meaningful to a culture.
In a study on heritage sites, Barbara Wood argues that a heritage site’s authenticity is more closely related to how history is portrayed and understood than it is to whether it is original in any way(Wood, 2020). Deepak Chhabra argues similarly, stating that a heritage site’s authenticity is also related to what people expect to see and experience when they are visiting a heritage site(Chhabra, 2001).
In terms of military memorials, this concept of heritage sites being authentic because they are meaningful to a culture is highly relevant because it challenges the assumption that a memorial is simply a factual representation of a war or a conflict. Rather, it argues that it is a representation of a war and conflict that is carefully designed and intended to be meaningful to a culture.
In terms of analysing a battlefield memorial, this concept of heritage sites being socially constructed and thus authentic because they are meaningful to a culture is highly relevant because it challenges the assumption that a memorial is simply a historical artifact and instead argues that it is a cultural artifact that reveals a culture’s definition of meaning in relation to a war.
Another major way of looking at war memorials is in relation to the massive scale of deaths caused by modern warfare. With the sheer scale of deaths in WWI, it was not possible for people to follow the normal grieving process. With so many people buried in a different location, perhaps not even identified, a new challenge emerged in grieving in a normal manner.
According to Sarah Tarlow, this changed the way people dealt with death and grieving in a memorialist way. With people not being able to attend their loved ones’ graves, a new way of memorialisation emerged in the form of war memorials in different cities and towns(Tarlow, 1997). It served as a place where people could gather and pay their respects to those who were killed in war.
In a way, these memorials acted as a substitute for graves. Though the bodies of the deceased were buried in a different location, these memorials acted as a place where people could express their grief. There were also annual ceremonies held in these places, giving these memorials a central place in grieving.
War memorials are also authentic because they were directly related to the impact of war on people’s emotions. With these memorials directly related to people’s emotions, they are authentic and thus carry a high level of significance even today.
A famous example of how memorials can accommodate personal sorrow and national memory simultaneously is the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior. After the end of the First World War, many families could not locate the bodies of their loved ones who were killed during the war. To commemorate the unidentified dead, the idea of the Unknown Soldier gained popularity across the world as a symbol of all the missing and unknown dead(Westminster Abbey, no date). Inglis describes how the idea of the Unknown Soldier gained popularity across the world in the early 20th century(Inglis, 1993).
The tomb of the Unknown Warrior located at Westminster Abbey contains the body of an unidentified British soldier who died during the war. Though the identity of the soldier buried at the tomb is unknown, the memorial serves as a symbol of the thousands of unidentified dead whose bodies were not located or returned to their families after the war. This gives the memorial a high emotional value. Families who had lost their loved ones during the war could see the Unknown Warrior as a symbol of their missing family member, even though they do not know the exact location of their missing family member.
Another factor that gives the memorial a high emotional value is its location. Westminster Abbey is a place with a high national value since it is often used for national ceremonies, royal events, and historical events. Locating the Unknown Warrior at this place links the memory of the unknown dead to the national memory. Additionally, the tomb participates in important national events, such as the coronation ceremony, during which it must be identified by the monarch. Even though the identity of the soldier buried at the tomb is unknown, the memorial has gained a high level of authenticity since it serves as a symbol of the unknown dead who died during the war. 
Military memorials tend to emerge from the ground in which they have been situated, especially in the case of those situated on or near old battlefields. These serve as a reminder of the events of the past. Rather than being isolated structures, many of the battlefield memorials tend to form part of a larger commemorative landscape. This connects the two events in a significant way.
Joan Morgan refers to them as “sites of memory,” where cultural values tend to stick to the physical space(Morgan, 2001). Here, the connection to the surrounding environment is significant. The presence of the memorial is significant in marking the battlefield or the area in which events of war occurred. Over time, many of them have come to represent significant areas of heritage to those who visit them. There is a significant connection between the memorial and the surrounding environment. The presence of the memorial in the environment is significant in creating the feeling of historical presence. When people visit the battlefield memorial, they tend to see more than just the statue or the obelisk. They tend to see the space in which historical events occurred. There is a significant connection between the space and the memory of the war.
The authenticity of many of the battlefield memorials depends on the location. There is a significant connection between the two. The connection between the space, the event, and the memory of the event gives rise to the feeling that the event is significant. Here, the authenticity of the memorial is significant. It is not just the environment in which the memorial is situated but the memories that people tend to bring to the environment.
Another important part of military memorials is the way that ritual and remembrance help to keep them alive. These memorials do not merely sit within the land as a series of markers or plaques. Rather, they become a space through which the ritual of remembrance occurs. These rituals help to maintain the connection between the memorial and the memories that it holds. Without them, the memorials run the risk of becoming part of the everyday world and losing a level of poignancy.
A good example of this can be seen with the celebration of Remembrance Day. Within the United Kingdom or many Commonwealth countries, for instance, many people attend local war memorials to celebrate the day through services, periods of silence, or the laying of wreaths. One of the most prominent aspects of the celebration of Remembrance Day is the symbol of the Remembrance Poppy (Morgan, 2001). This symbol represents those who died because of the conflict. Through the ritual of the celebration of Remembrance Day, a collective moment for the nation to come together and think about the past occurs.
In this way, the meaning that is attached to the idea of the war memorial is continually reinforced through the ritual of the celebration of Remembrance Day. Each year’s celebration reminds the nation of the events that the memorial holds. In doing so, the memorial becomes active once again within the nation’s cultural memory (Morgan, 2001).
Therefore, the authenticity of military memorials extends beyond the physical form of the memorial to the way in which they continue to be interacted with by the nation.
This means that military memorials play a crucial role in the creation of the identity of the community. They do not merely commemorate what happened but also represent a particular idea about the community’s identity. The research carried out by Joseph Skinner indicates that monuments and historical narratives form a crucial part of the creation of identity within a particular society(Skinner, Manolopoulou and Tsouparopoulou, 2025). As a matter of fact, they shape the way a particular society creates its identity by promoting a particular idea about the national history of the country. For instance, most war memorials celebrate the idea of heroism, sacrifice, and unity. These ideas form a crucial part of the identity of the society.
In this respect, it can be concluded that military memorials form a crucial part of the creation of a particular idea about the national history of a particular country. They commemorate the deaths of the soldiers who fought during the war by promoting the idea that the sacrifice of the soldiers defined the nation or protected the nation’s values. The idea of authenticity within the context of military memorials is not merely about the events that took place but also about the identity that the community creates.
Because of this, the idea of authenticity within the context of military memorials is crucial since it creates a crucial part of the identity of the community. Authenticity in this context creates a crucial part of the idea about the national history of the country.
However, military memorials and war landscapes aren’t just about looking to the past; they can also touch the present, especially with regards to people who have been part of the military. In that sense, there’s social and emotional significance to memorial landscapes that goes beyond their historical significance.
K.J. Burnell and Paul Everill note that participating in the archaeological work on military heritage sites can improve the well-being of veterans(Burnell and Everill, 2025). Getting involved with the physical spaces of battlefields and memorials allows veterans to process their own experiences and emotions while connecting their experiences with the larger narrative of military service.
Participating in archaeological work on heritage sites allows veterans to connect with their experiences and emotions while connecting their experiences with the larger narrative of military service(Burnell and Everill, 2025). This shows that there’s a sense of personal identity that can be rebuilt through the experience.
This perspective shows that authenticity in military memorials can’t just be based on accuracy or materiality but can also depend on the actual experiences and emotions of people who interact with the site. In that sense, memorial landscapes can be considered authentic not only because of their accuracy but because of their ability to create meaningful opportunities to connect with others and with their experiences and emotions.
However, it is important to note that not all memorials or monuments are easy to identify with. Some may even lead to political debates, especially since they may represent different political opinions based on different perceptions of history. What one may see as being authentic may be almost unrecognizable to another.
In the discussion by Amy Holguin regarding the Alexander the Great Monument, for example, there is an evident representation of the political nature of memorials(Holguin, 2020). This is a clear example of how memorials may be erected based on a false history, but at the same time, it is highly criticized by other countries, such as Greece, due to the ‘history’ it represents. Although this is not a battle memorial, it is important to note that it represents the idea that memorials may present different stories based on the history being portrayed.
For the most part, technology has been quietly transforming the way we discover and connect with our military heritage. New technologies offer the chance to explore historical sites and stories that simply were not possible before. This can be particularly helpful in bringing heritage within reach for those who are unable to visit the memorial site or battlefield. For example, a recent study by Alice Thise, demonstrates the potential of technology as a vehicle for heritage mediation(Thise, Laboury and Hallot, 2025). This offers the chance to “tinker” with the heritage site or to explore interactive games. This form of memorialization can be a powerful learning experience. This can be particularly important as it offers the chance to connect with heritage for those who would not normally be able to visit the memorial site or battlefield(Thise, Laboury and Hallot, 2025). However, the issue of authenticity in the digital representation of the memorial site can be a problem. This is because the physical memorial site offers a sense of authenticity through its physicality. This can be contrasted with the lack of physicality of the digital site. This can cause the question to arise as to how authentic the memorial site or heritage site feels. Questions like, what makes a memorial site authentic? For example, is it the physicality of the site? Is it the location of the site? Or is it the way that the site makes the visitor feel? The answer to this question may be that authenticity can be linked to the level of engagement that the visitor has with the heritage site.
Authenticity on the battlefields and within the military memorials themselves, therefore, is not a fixed attribute of the physical objects and markers but a complex concept that comes to life through the identification and interpretation of the sites and objects by the individuals and societies who engage with the battlefields and the memorials.
As the previous analysis has shown, the authenticity of the military memorials lies within a series of factors and sources, including the role of cultural interpretation and perception, as discussed by Barbara Wood and Deepak Chhabra, the role of grieving and the ritualistic traditions surrounding the memorials, as discussed by Sarah Tarlow, the role of symbols and the unknown, as discussed by Inglis, the role of the memorials as a ‘landscape of memory’ and the ‘bolstering’ of the same with ‘rituals’ and ‘identity’ formation, as discussed by Morgan and Skinner, and the role of the memorials connecting with the contemporary era and the current populations, including the role of archaeological work and the support of veterans, as discussed by Burnell and Everill. Finally, the fact that the memorials are subject to political debate and discussion, as discussed by Holguin, serves to underscore the idea that the concept of authenticity cannot and does not apply universally.
As a result, the military memorials are not fixed objects and are instead part of a process and a series of developments and understandings about the past and the role of conflict and loss within the broader context of the nation and the individual. Thus, the battlefields and the memorials are ‘living memories’ and are constantly subject to re-creation and re-interpretation through the identification and the interaction with the physical objects and sites by the individuals and the societies who engage with the same.
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