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












[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay we will investigate what it means to commemorate and how memorials create personal meaning in a public place by exploring and analysing various examples of different types of memorials and commemorations. We will be explaining how both planned and spontaneous memorials have meaning on different scales both personal and to society as a whole. We will look at both historical memorials which have planned commemorations and figures that have personal meaning in people’s lives that often result in spontaneous memorials. 
The definition of the word memorial comes from Latin word memorialis which means “serving as a reminder”. The true meaning of commemoration is to remember a person or an event. This could be by paying respect through an event such as a minute silence or a fixed visual memorial such as a statue. There are many reasons we as humans commemorate, to remember the pain of the mistakes of the past like in wars, civil or terrorism and tragedies such as the holocaust and Hiroshima. In creating these memorials, it makes us reflect on social expectations and consider human rights and the victims. They serve an important psychological function for society. In contrast to this, celebrity memorials are there to remember the person and the impact they had on society. This is dependant on the event itself whether this is on a small or large scale. Everyone will take part in a form of commemoration at some point in their lives.
Our private and public lives are punctuated with memorial ceremonies throughout the year. Whether we choose to take part in the memorials for the World War, or light a candle on an anniversary of the death of a loved one, we are aware of days with special significance and of time passing. (Morrell and Smith, 2006 p.167)

Some memorials, even if it is in a public space, do not necessarily mean it’s for the public to remember. It may only have meaning to that person’s family and put in the public space to remember the event of that death. This is like in New York where spray can memorials are popular. This type of memorial is particularly popular with Latina and African Americans. These memorials are planned as the art work needs to be designed but are reliant on the spontaneity of person passing. The art work of these memorials are personal and a reflection of the person who has passed away. These memorials are to not only remember the loved one but to also create a change in the society, whether this is about crime or healthcare. This type of memorial sees the family and friends gather on special occasions such as birthdays and anniversaries to remember the passing. This is an example of interactive memorials and how they create greater meaning and communities uniting. In the book R.I.P New York Spraycan Memorials Copper and Sciorra say; “The memorial wall transforms personal grief into shared public sentiment by serving as a vehicle for community affiliation and potential empowerment”. (Sciorra, 1994, p. 14) 
Small memorials are personal and have sentiment to the immediate family and surrounding communities whereas large memorials are to remember people in mass and learn from mistakes of the past. Large memorials gain high press coverage to create public awareness whereas perhaps a small memorial would not. This can be seen in major world events. 
Major world events get commemorated and funded by the authorities to show empathy to the victims. The twin towers were once a tourist attraction for being an impressive sky scraper. Today the twin towers are a memorial to remember a tragedy. The commemoration is the memorial that is formed as a fountain. The way this is being displayed is by the fountain with the victims’ names engraved around the edge, this makes the memorial interactive with people coming to touch the names of loved ones. As Gurler and Ozer say; ‘public memorials are landscapes which make it possible to keep past events alive in common memory through physical representation in public areas.’ (Gurler and Ozer, 2013, p.858) the reason for these memorials is to learn from the mistakes of the past and remember what has happened, this enables us to make educated choices about our future. 
Another example of an interactive memorial piece is the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall which has the names of the victims inscribed. This is made from black granite which gives a reflection which is structurally incorporated in to the side of the mountain, as a scar on the earth that never heals. People could take a piece of the wall with them by making a rubbing of the names, this is making the memorial interactive. These planned memorials are designed by Architects and Structural Engineers. These planned memorials are then built by specialist contractors which are funded by the state Government. The reason for this is because if things are not remembered then they are forgotten about rather than learned from.  
As people touch, mourn and leave offerings of flowers beside the names of loved ones, the wall shifted memory from the war to its victims. A simple, stripped-down list depicts individuals, not a generalized image of a soldier carrying a flag. (Fernando, 2018)

Memorials become more effective and create public meaning when they are more interactive. For example, the aids memorial quilt was created to commemorate people who have died through aids. The quilt was initiated originally by a more conventional way of commemorating at an annual candlelight march for aids, which Cleve Jones arranged. He asked people to write down the names of people who had died and he then connected this together, creating this patch work shape which is where the idea for the quilt began. It can be added to this day by loved ones as a personal memorial, which has brought these people together and also been on display in front of the white house creating a public memorial. (The AIDS Memorial Quilt, 2018)
Memorials are often an initial reaction to an passing or event where people have a need to remember and an example of this was shown in the passing of Princess Diana. When the Princess of Wales Diana passed away initially people rushed out to leave flowers, balloons and photos to remember her passing outside Kensington Palace along with other places of meaning to her. This was a spontaneous act of mourning. There were then planned memorials like special assemblies held at schools, minute silences and songs being dedicated to her by Elton john (candle in the wind). However now there are permanent memorials in Diana’s memory, this includes a dedicated footpath and playground in London. The playground had personal meaning to Diana as she worked closely with children’s charities when alive. The immediate response to Princess Diana’s death was the highest volume of response that had been seen in London. There was public outcry which created a spontaneous memorial. Princess Diana was already idolised by the public and after her death thousands paid their respects to her by leaving personal memorials in the form of bouquets of flowers. This showed that each person was showing their own grief, but with each person’s grief this created a larger commemoration on mass. (Jeffrey Richards, 1999, p. 1)
[image: ]
This is the public response to Princess Diana’s death.
A recent example of a spontaneous memorial that made international news is the story of Conrad the racoon, who was commemorated for being hit down in Toronto after not being cleaned up by the city. This became viral on the internet as the public were frustrated with the lack of respect shown to the animal so a memorial was set up. Even after the animal was disposed of correctly the public carried on leaving flowers, photos and notes for the raccoon. It was an unlikely event that a road kill raccoon would bring so many people together and spread the internet and giving it a hashtag. The hashtag became viral resulting in the city councillor and members of the public commenting on how the situation had brought the city together. (Newsbeat, 2015)

[image: Dead raccoon trends in Toronto ]
This Conrad the Racoon who received big response by the public in Toronto.
Commemoration can take place in many forms and often these will then become permanent memorials. Memorials in a whole are for people to remember people who have passed in events and are put in the public eye. The traditional way of commemorating, for example a plaque or statue has become old fashioned and less effective in this day and age. Once the memorials become interactive it changes the way it perceived by the public and has more meaningful effect on people. The incorporation of flowers in memorials dates back 300,000 years ago, in this time the flowers were a practical measure to disguise the odour of the decaying body. This tradition has continued into the modern day, it is now symbolic measure to represent emotion shown to the decease rather than masking the odour of the decaying body. 
Along with extending our feelings of sympathy, tradition is an explanation for why people to this day continue to send flowers when someone has passed away. Most people couldn't imagine a memorial service with no flowers – the room would seem empty, desolate and bleak. And some would think it downright disrespectful to the family of the deceased not to send an arrangement to a memorial. (Teters, 2014)

Traditional memorials are usually displayed as statues, for example the statue of George Washington he is displayed high up on a plinth. This was built in 1840. The state is recognising now that this is becoming less meaningful to people and memorials create more meaning when they are interactive. This is shown in more recent memorials for example the twin towers and the Vietnam wall memorial which are displayed in a way that it can be touched and interactive. 
The difference between spontaneous and planned memorials are planned memorials are often there to serve a reminder for the future and to not make the mistakes again whereas Spontaneous memorials are an initial reaction to the event and people’s grief. These can take place in different forms. For example, the One Love Manchester concert which was put together in memory of the victims in the Manchester attack. This was spontaneous event that took place only two weeks after the event and brought together 50,000 people attended the concert and just under 11million people watching it on television. This brought the artists and the audience together.  (Shepherd, 2017).
From looking at the examples of planned and spontaneous memorials above, they suggest that memorials have more effect and lasting meaning when the memorial is interactive. They really give a public meaning when it is a participating event. A reason for commemoration is to learn from the mistakes of the past. This could be avoiding conflict and keeping memories alive from such events, so they are not forgotten, and history does not repeat itself in the future.
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