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ESSAY- How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discuss the social, political and historic aspects of commemoration
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Following any disaster which leads to the killing of soldiers ,or the death of a well known
 popular  figure  there is the need for a form of national commemoration which will be valid
 for everyone.  As a form of remembrance evolves    “it can become an important vehicle for 
defining  common  ground, making art a viable part of public life” ( according to B. Held, 
1990).
                                                   In this essay I plan to select three examples of commemoration
in order to discuss their  social, political and historical aspects. The examples I have chosen 
are  the Cenotaph, London,  The ‘Wall’ by Maya Lin ( a sculpture designed to commemorate 
the Vietnam War, which is located in Washington DC ), and the planned memorial to David 
Bowie located in Brixton London. These examples are quite diverse, but do have a common 
aim: to provide a focus to bring people together in their shared experience of loss.
                        Armistice Day  
[image: ]The Cenotaph is the large stone 
Memorial  at the heart of the 
Remembrance Day ceremony.
It was designed by the respected 
Architect  Sir Edwin Lutyens   
 on behalf of the Imperial War Graves
Commission and erected in its present 
form in 1920 (according to Borg, 1991). It 
stands in Whitehall, in the heart of the 
City of Westminster. The monument 
takes the form of “a tomb chest set on
 top of a tall stepped pylon” (Borg, 1991).
Photo by Alan Borg. The Cenotaph.

Lutyens  had studied classical architecture extensively, and although the design of the 
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Cenotaph appears simple it has special  features. According to Borg, writing in 1991 he
used   the “principle of  entarsis , whereby all the lines and surfaces are slightly curved” 
involving  very skilful masonry work.  “The   vertical  lines  are  arcs  of  circles  which would 
intersect 1,000 feet above the ground” states Borg,  “while the horizontals are curves of 
circles whose centre would be 900 feet below the surface. This magnificent structure
became a national memorial,  close to the centre of British government, and fully 
endorsed by the same. This gives a  powerful  political authority to the Armistice Day 
 proceedings. The Royal Family, and politicians lay wreaths at the Cenotaph. 
                                                                                 Following   World  War  1  a  yearly 
Remembrance Day ritual evolved, repeated throughout the country.  Red  paper poppies
symbolising  the  deaths of soldiers were widely sold, services and marches took 
place,  and a two minute silence was observed every November 11.Since the 1930’s a white
 poppy has also been available as an alternative to the red poppy, distributed by the Peace
 Pledge Union  with the aim of promoting  a culture of peace, whilst also honouring the
 victims of war, either civilian or military.( http/ww.ppu.org.ukwhitepoppy/indexhtml)
 However the sales profits from these cannot go directly to soldiers injured in a war, but 
instead to promote peace campaigns.
                                                                                   Borg   (1991) reminds us that the First World 
War Memorials  were “designed and built out of authentic feelings of pride and sorrow”…
“They were envisaged as’ living’  memorials , to recall for current and future generations the 
sacrifice of war.” The same author also comments that for years after the Cenotaph was 
built  gentlemen  passing by   would routinely raise their hats as a mark of respect.
                                                                                      As the years went by the public began to
 experience less positive feelings  towards Armistice Day.  Writing   in  2015  L.  Noakes
tells  us that between the years of 1937/1941 a Social Survey Organisation Mass 
Observation Study found that “while people were largely united in their observation of the 
rituals  of remembrance their thoughts and feelings about these practises were diverse.”
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People may well have privately felt uneasy about a possible glorification of war
but may have hesitated to voice their views for fear of  seeming out of step or disrespectful
towards  bereaved  families. As the Second World War approached some people also 
 thought that  Remembrance Day  activities  were ” hypocritical in  a nation preparing for 
war.” (Noakes,2015)” .  Ofcourse   World War 2 (1939/45) also saw the deaths  of  many  
young soldiers who have sadly  become remembered for their sacrifice. Following the 
 second World War many families united in their grief as they gathered at Armistice Day.
                                                                             As time passed the feelings of the public became
more mixed as political events moved on.  The women’s  Greenham Common  peace camp 
was set up in the 1980’s in order to “protest against American Cruise missiles being sited in 
 Berkshire (www.the guardian. com: Greenham Common) and the Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament  (CND) had  got underway. The  Falklands  war in 1981 saw more military 
deaths and in 2003 the Iraq War was commenced. This led to 179 deaths from the armed 
forces and according to journalist Michael Holden #World News “this war is now widely
 regarded by both politicians and the public in Britain as a huge mistake. ” Soldier’s lives are 
still being lost and serious injuries occurring up to the present day especially in Afghanistan.
These more recent casualties of war are remembered on Armistice Day in front of the 
Cenotaph in Britain, but America also commemorates its military deaths as shown below.

[image: C:\Users\janet\Pictures\2017-11\DSC01082 - Copy.JPG]   The Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial                                                                                                      
The Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial (1982) was 
designed by artist and 
sculptress Maya Lin and is
 situated in America’s capital 
city of Washington DC.
Photo by Lisa Saltzman 1982
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                                                                    The Vietnam Veterans Memorial consists of a series of 
walls , each at least 200 feet long.  According to the website http/wwwvmf.org/memorial 
(accessed 9/December 2017) over 58,000 men and women who gave their lives or remain 
missing have their names inscribed in chronological order according to their date of death.
Salzman (2006) tells us that the dark marble surfaces of the Wall “ are buffed to a mirrorlike 
sheen…. the inscriptions rescue the lost bodies of the war dead, if not from the ravages of 
political history, at least from anonymity”.  The memorial was envisaged as a park, a place of
private remembrance and reflection.  This process is extremely important as part of a 
healing process when memories bring anger and bitterness.  Even the simple act of touching 
the inscribed name of a relative or friend can bring intense emotion to the fore and Thang 
Nguyen writing in  2016 explains this when he says  “All wars are fought twice, once in the 
battle field and again in memory”.  He also notes the point of a memorial such as  the Wall, 
saying  “the things to be forgotten must be freely offered and openly acknowledged.” As 
young men at the time were often drafted into the war they may otherwise never have 
volunteered for the military, and their families may not have wished them to go.  Also,
 Charles C. Griswold notes “ the conflict had neither an official start…nor an official end 
(there were no real celebrations, no parades for the returning veterans, just silence.”)  The 
same author points out that (unlike for example the Cenotaph in London) this Monument as 
its title shows  “is a memorial to the Vietnam veterans ,not the Vietnam war. Clearly the vets
  view it as their memorial, a way  of proclaiming and redeeming the honour  of their service  
to the country.” It is not a glorification of war. The fact  that the Memorial was built with 
private subscriptions from the   American people is another source of pride and also that it 
stands in its rightful place in Washington D.C.
                                                                               Maya Lin’s work has been described as “a wall
transformed into a national shrine.” (Saltzman, 1999.) It is proof that great art does not
 always need to be representational.It seems more important that it is freely accessible to 
all who wish to visit. The names on the wall can be reached and touched even by the 
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disabled. The work of an artist is very important, a fact which had been recognised years 
previously by Fran De’Ath  a  Greenham Common peace protestor 
(www.theguardianuknewsgreenham) when she said  “I thought if I was an
artist or a poet I would have a voice, but all I could do was sit in the mud”. The  artist and 
Memorial designer has the task of producing an artifact which can be used as a focus by 
the public to honour soldiers who have given service to a cause they believed in. He or she 
speaks through his or her work for the victims and the bereaved.
                                                                                Sometimes , in contrast to the two previous
examples, feelings of public grief may be occasioned by the sad death of a popular public 
figure. This was the case when singer- songwriter David Bowie passed away from liver 
cancer in January 2016, aged 69. His illness was not generally known among his fans.Bowie’s
career began in the 1960’s,and throughout the rest of his lifetime the artist worked in many 
different genres of film, music and theatre,constantly  “reinventing not just his sound but his 
persona over and over again”(BBC News 2016.) An energetic, unconventional and 
androgenous figure he amassed a large fan base among all ages, especially the young,
 speaking to all generations. Neil MacCormick writing in the Sunday Telegraph postulates 
that “Bowie…was part of a cultural movement that transformed the world in the second half 
of the twentieth century. In our secular age these figures occupy the same kind of 
archetypal roles once held by demigods and saints”. This seems to explain the tears and 
shock which especially affected his younger fans after the news of his death.
[image: ]Mural of David Bowie by graffiti artist 
James Cochran, 2013,  based on the 
1973 album cover Aladdin Sane.
This mural sited in Brixton, London 
where Bowie grew up has become a  shrine to 
his fans following his death.
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It is interesting that whenever peoplewish to mourn and remember this is done in a similar 
way in many parts of the world. Flowers are laid at the mural, a remembrance custom 
dating back  to Greek and Roman times, (Deazon, E., 2016). This is also done at the “Wall”
 memorial in Washington, and poppies laid at the Cenotaph. Also messages and cards are
 laid, for Bowie, at his “shrine” , and according to BBC News  2016 Lambeth council are 
preserving all messages, and plan to list the mural so that it will not be taken down.Candles 
are also a frequent symbol of remembrance, and gifts for the person are also left.
                                                                                                 A memorial sculpture to David Bowie 
was also planned. This was to take the form of  a three storey high representation of a 
lightning bolt,(Guardian music,2017) also inspired by the Aladdin Sane album, to stand in 
the heart of Brixton, designed by the “This Aint Rock and Roll team.”It was hoped that the 
£90,000 needed to fund the project could be raised by the method of crowd funding but 
unfortunately as an article from “  University Wire, Carlsbad” tells us the plans had to be
 scrapped as only the sum of £50,000 was raised.” The article quotes the reaction of the
 design team:  “We’re just going to have to approach the fundraising in a different way.”	
The memorial project did have the backing of Lambeth Council, and it is quite remarkable
 that £50,000 could have been raised so quickly. Crowd funding is the method which raised 
the money for The Vietnam Veterans memorial to be built. However that memorial was on a
 much larger scale, commemorating thousands of veterans. It would have attracted a large 
number of subscribers.Both the Cenotaph and The Veterans memorial are sited	close to
 the heart of their country’s government in prestigious areas. The planned David Bowie 
memorial would have been in London,but in a much poorer area well off the tourist track, 
not anywhere which would be likely to attract extra government or tourist board funds.	
                                                                                       The three examples of memorial within this 
essay all  have the same broad aim: that of providing a focus point for people to grieve and 
remember  in times of loss. That is their function.The first two examples are concerned with 
the large numbers of military personel  killed or affected by war. The original process of 

                                                                                                                                              Page 7                                                                                                              commemoration at the Cenotaph was an expression of military pride although the soldiers
lost were mourned and respected.There is still an element of this today as  “Rule Britannia”
  is played,  but the main focus  is pride in the bravery and sacrifice involved.As has been 
discussed the form and variety of Memorials depends on ever changing social history and 
politics.
                                                                                                                                                                                                        





   

















Janet Allen p143157   Reference List
Books         
Borg .A (1991 )War Memorials. London, Leo Cooper
Saltzman .L (2006) Making Memory Matter. United States of America ,University of Chicago Press
Senie,H.F.and Webster.S.(eds)(1998) Critical Issues in Public Art. United States of America, Smithsonian Institute Press
Journals
Noakes, L. (2015)A broken Silence mass observation Armistice Day and everyday life in Britain Journal of European Studies Vol45 Issue 4Pages 331/346 Accessed 28 November 2017

Websites
The Guardian(2017)www.uk-news/mar/20/Greenham=common-silos-women-protest-peace-camp accessed 9 December 2017
Neatorama, guest Eddie Deazon(2016)why are flowers placed on graves  Available at :httpneatorama.com2016/5/30 Accessed 12/Dec 2017
Peace Pledge Union (2017) White poppies for peace Available at http//www.ppu.org.ukwhitepoppy/indexhtml. Accessed 29 November2017

Newspaper articles in online collection
Guardian Music (2017)’Campaign launched for David Bowie Memorial Sculpture in Brixton’ Online, available at ’https//www.theguardian.com/music/2017/feb/22/campaign-davibowiememorial-brixton’ accessed 12 Dec 2017.
Holden,M. editor Stephen Addison. (2016)’Tony Blair in Spotlight as Report into Iraq War due to be Published’ #World News. Available at https//www.reuters.com/articleus-britain-iraq-inquiry/tony-blair-in-spotlight-as-report-into—iraq-war-due-to-be-published-idUSKCNOZG2J1 accessed 6 December 2017.
2017’ David Bowie Memorial Plans are  Scrapped’ University Wire Available @https//search.proquest.com/docview/1879918553?accountid=130472 (Accessed11Dec 2017)
MaCormick N Sunday Telegraph 2016 cited in The Week London issue 1057 ‘Mourning Bowie: Was the Hysteria Inevitable’ available at https//search-proquest.com Accessed11 Dec 2017
Photographs
Borg.A,(1991) THE Cenotaph in Whitehall,Lutyens London Leo COOPER
Saltzman,L (1982)Maya Lin The Vietnam Veterans Memorial USA CHICAGO PRESS
BBC NEWS (2016)David Bowie mural in Brixton to be listed (online)Available at:http:bbc.co.uk/news
[bookmark: _GoBack]
image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg




image3.jpeg
David Bowie mural in Brixton 10 be listea

f v © B <she

il o i y Austabion atst Jsmes Codhs

B





