[bookmark: _GoBack]Bethryn Cooper 

1702273

BA Fine Art: Studio, Site and Context 

M5X01599

Word Count: 2,001

Sarah Tombs & Louise Burston 

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

















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

Defining the term to commemorate, is to remember, honour and observe specific events, as well as to recognise the significance of a specific occasion. Commemoration can be considered a personal matter or as a private one, depending on where you are and how individually react to memorials. In this essay, arguments concerning whether a memorial can create a personal meaning in a public place will be discussed and analysed. Examples will be demonstrated through a variety of memorials and will be evaluated on how people personally commemorate within a public space. 
The first memorial that should be examined is the Holocaust memorial, ‘Nameless Library’, (Figure 1), located in Vienna and designed by artist Rachel Whiteread, can be considered as a memorial that is public, but can also create a personal connection with those who visit. With it being located quite centrally in a town allows the public and communities to honour the memorial. In addition to the general public, descendants and families can go and visit, pay tribute, respect, and honour the monument, emphasising the notion that it allows them to have a personal connection to the meaning of the memorial. 
Looking closely at figure 2, you can notice that the books have been casted with their pages facing outwards. It has been suggested as a metaphor and represents the stories which are connected to the individual lives that were lost. This therefore allows the public and community to commemorate the memorial and can unite together to remember the dead. This can also be considered an act of respect towards the deceased. Further expanding on metaphors, the doors of the sculpture are sealed shut and there are no handles casted. As Searle commented in his Guardian article, the doors are a symbol of finality. (2000). In addition, further supporting Searle’s remark, Connolly in another Guardian article (2000), mentions that the library is “a lifeless form with sympathetic lines, and doors with no handles or hinges”.  
Despite it being located within a public environment, Whiteread’s memorial was not approved by everyone; Leidig (2000) mentions that “it immediately attracted controversy”. However, in the same year art critic Searle (2000) commented in The Guardian, that the memorial is “austere to the point of brutality yet seen up close its details have a familiarity and approachability which invites a step towards it”. Supporting this idea that the memorial is a vitally important asset to the public, Whybrow (2011:159) talks about Whiteread’s monument in Art and the City, that “a silent library speaks volumes”. Further in the text, Whiteread discusses that the memorial is for the public and that it is thought to be a “place of pilgrimage”. (2011:160). This highlights the fact that the memorial allows people to publicly honour it, and the concept of it being a pilgrimage undeniably creates a personal connection to the memorial, as pilgrimages are a very intimate and individual action.
Having a similar response to the Holocaust and from the public in its relation of it not being approved, architect Peter Eisenmann constructed his site-specific monument in Berlin, ‘Memorial to the Murdered Jews in Europe’, 2005. (Figure 3). Craven, a writer with a vast knowledge of the arts and humanities, discusses in ThoughtCo that many of the public had opinions about it being too abstract, that it did not represent any historical information, or it even appeared to be too theatrical for them. (2018). Some can argue that there is a lack of specific information on the memorial, which can further support the reasoning of why the public say it is too abstract, as they are unable to understand the sculpture. Due to this, the public would be unable to honour the memorial, and they wouldn’t have a personal connection to it, which defeats the idea of publicly honouring the memorial.  
On the other hand, despite the controversial opinions, Brody (2012) goes into commenting in The New Yorker, that the slabs of the memorial “evokes a graveyard for those who were unburied”. This can suggest a symbolic meaning to the memorial, as this can create a personal emotion and connection, whilst commemorating the dead in public. This can also encourage people of all ages and generations to remember the historical event, and to respect the artwork as to what it represents. Along with Brody’s comment, Young mentions in Art and the City, “no single site can speak for all the victims and perpetrators”. (2011:147), which even further supports Brody’s comment, in that the memorial can create a symbolic meaning to it, thus emphasising the need to commemorate it in a personal matter. 
	To broaden the argument about memorials and its connections, the ‘Vietnam Veterans Memorial’ by Maya Lin, 1982, (Figure 4) can be evaluated in whether you can have a personal connection to it, whilst located in public. Klein mentions in 2015, in Biography, that Lin’s “memorial proved to be a pilgrimage site for those who served in the war”. This supports the fact that even though the memorial is within a public area, it can still have personal and individual connections to individuals of the public. Highlighting this, some people with a service and military force background, actively go to privately commemorate past fatalities which gives them the chance to have a personal reflection. Lin expressed that the memorial is “like a scar, to take a knife and cut open the earth, and with time the grass would heal it”. (2010:197). This can be classed as a metaphor as a scar is always visible to the human eye, it is never truly gone. It stands as a permanent reminder as to what had happened. 
War veteran Jan Scruggs, commented in Wolfson’s article (2017), that the memorial “hopes to provide a symbol of national unity”, which highlights a personal and community connection to it, as they can have an intimate commemoration within the public. Over time, the memorial was accepted by the public and war veterans, and they are taking rubbings of the names of the deceased. (Figure 5). Noting the fact that rubbings can be taken which include the “names of dead soldiers for keepsakes”, (D’Arcy, 2017), emphasises the meaning of a personal commemoration in public. The notion of taking rubbings can be taken further, turning it into a private remembrance, more specifically at home. The names of the fallen are not in alphabetical order, so the individual actively must go through the names to find their loved ones. The act of this is important, as it allows the individual to remember the people, even though the names appear to be unfamiliar, emphasising the fact that individuals can have a personal commemoration in remembering the fallen whilst in public. Nora (1989:14) can support this as he mentions that commemoration is “no longer a social practice, it as an individual constraint”, thus highlighting the act of commemoration and remembering as a personal moment. 
To compare previous war memorials, it is important to consider the annual commemoration and honouring of World War 1, and to evaluate its 100th year anniversary in 2014. Artist Paul Cummins created a memorial using the Tower of London as his location of installation. Cummins blanketed the moat surrounding the tower with a vast number of poppies. (Figure 6). A total of 888,246 ceramic poppies were created for the installation to require an impact, which was hugely successful. The quantity was vitally important to Cummins, as each individual poppy represented a soldier's life that was lost, in its own way, each solider had its own personal memorial piece amongst their fallen comrades. (Tilden, 2018) Further reading into Tilden’s article, many of the public volunteered to take part in planting the poppies into the ground. Several of the public had service backgrounds, thus bringing a personal meaning and commemoration into the act of placing a poppy down amongst the others. The whole preparation in completing it in time for Remembrance Sunday, can be described as a performance piece. To emphasise the significance of this is as a memorial in which the public commemorate annually, the last poppy was placed on the 11th November.
Following on from this instalment of poppies, the importance of wearing one for the annual event is regarded as a significant action as it gives the individual a chance of self-reflection. Alongside, it is thought to be the first flower to bloom in the field of France. According to solider folklore, it is said that the brightness of the red on the poppies, represents the blood that was soaked through to the ground. (The Army, 2016). 
Upon this annual tradition it is also required that as a nation, there is a two-minute silence at 11am. The two-minute silence for people can also be considered as a time of reflection. This is a vital part of the commemoration service held as it signifies the official end of the war, when the battlefields fell silent. As Bodnar mentions, “public memory is a body of beliefs and ideas about the past that help a public or society understand both its past and present”. (1992:15) This highlights that although it is a public commemoration with a variety of personal memories playing a part, it educates people as to why the date is so important and memorable, that the actions that are being done, are still crucial even in today’s society.  
Moving away from war memorials and controversial monuments, Diana’s death must be considered as a memorial in its self, due to the public’s reactions. As it can be seen in figure 7, this was Diana’s home in Kensington Palace, London. The flowers that were placed outside became an instant memorial – like the poppies in Cummins’ installation - a shrine almost, Doss commented that it became “a public place for individuals and communities united in grief”. (2005:10). Also, in Doss’ book she mentions that “memorials are individual memories and personal grievances” (2005:5) which supports the whole action of Diana’s death. People started to mourn publicly and grieve the event with one another. (O’Grady, 2017). The public’s reaction to her death united them as a community to commemorate her in their own personal way, such as placing flowers outside her home in Kensington. Kear and Steinberg (1999:44), mentions the fact that “grief became a national action”, further emphasising the action of the public placing flowers and mourning her as a community and country.    
Naturally, in 2017, coming up to mark the 20th anniversary of her death, the White Garden (Figure 9) was created in her home in Kensington, which typically became a memorial site for the public, commemorating Diana. The public in 1997 had already begun building an ephemeral garden outside her home, and this action of creating a permanent garden site can be considered special for the public. This is due to it being accessible, they can remember her whenever, thus creating a personal commemoration and service when they want. The title ‘White Garden’ was given due to her love and fondness of white flowers which included, white roses, scented narcissi and forget-me-nots. (Furness, 2017).  
Overall, having the ability and opportunity to commemorate is significant to people, since memorials within the public can still have personal meanings to individuals. Memorials give the opportunity for public reflection that can have deep personal ties to the individual. This can be shown through one of the most observed commemoration events which is the action of wearing a poppy and its importance. Connected to this idea further, the mass memorial that Cummins installed is at the forefront of showing the significance of the memorial. Even further showing that you can have a personal tie to a public memorial, Lin’s is an example of such, since the names are not in alphabetical order, it makes the individual take a second to take in that name, and to remember them thus commemorating them. Concluding the evaluation, memorials are still vitally important whether it be for the community, or for an individual due to the personal reasons and connections one may have with a specific memorial.
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Figure 1.
Rachel Whiteread
‘Nameless Library’
2000
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Figure 2. 
Close up of Figure 1.
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Figure 3.
Peter Eisenman.
‘Memorial for the Murdered Jews in Europe’.
2005
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Figure 4.
Maya Lin
‘Vietnam Veterans Memorial’
1982
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Figure 5.
War Veteran taking a rubbing of his fellow fallen soldiers.
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Figure 6.
Paul Cummins
‘Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red’
2014




[image: ]Figure 7.
Flowers from the public adorning the front of Kensington Palace, Diana’s home.
1997
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Figure 8. 
The White Garden honouring Diana.
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