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How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discus the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.


Representational and Abstract memorials.












How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discus the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.


In this essay, I aim to compare two different sites that, by way of containing numerous memorials, both commemorate different events and establish a connection for both visitors with an emotional relationship connected to the event in mention and also visitors who do not possess direct memories or emotions linked to the event.  

“Something that is done to remember officially and give respect to a great person or event” Definition of Commemoration Cambridge Dictionary  

Commemoration is about celebration, honour and paying tribute. Celebrating or reflect on the significance of an event or a life that was once lived. 
Commemoration can be public, involving as many people as possible, raising awareness and educating people to help them understand the past, while others approach it in a more personal and private manner. For a lot of people commemorating something shows respect and for some, can also help with the healing process. 
In recent years, due to the growth of social media, memorialization has grown vastly.  Creating spontaneous memorials in the aftermath of a tragedy is now a popular and primary way in which people mourn. Placing things such as teddy bears, flowers and condolence cards on sites of tragedy give people control of their own grief and may also help create the feeling of being more in touch with the event. (Maynor, A)

Vietnam war

The Vietnam War was a long and unsuccessful war that tore America apart. More than three million people were killed, other fifty-eight thousand of these were Americans. In 1973 United States forces were ordered to withdraw.

The treatment of veterans following was inexcusable. Those who endured hardship, danger and sacrificed everything so courageously for their country were greeted with unwelcoming hands, whereas soldiers who did the same during the more recent wars at the time such as World War II and the Korean War were treated like heroes. 

Men who fought in World War II or Korea might be just as haunted by what they had personally seen and done in combat, But they did not come home, as the Vietnam vets did, to a country torn and full of doubt about why those wars were fought and whether they had been worthwhile. Nor did they return as symbols of a great national failure. (Isaaccs 2000:12)
 
A lot of troops also faced tough times trying to readjust to life back in America so quickly, coming home to no degrees, no jobs, overcoming severe physical injuries, drug addictions and emotional difficulties. Medical treatment and rehabilitation for soldiers were not up to standards. Tens of thousands of U.S Vietnam Veterans either committed suicide, became homeless or ended up abusing drugs. One leading factor of this is down to the government’s unwillingness to recognise PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) as A real illness until six years after the war had ended.
By the 1980’s views on U.S Vietnam Veterans began to change. People started to feel sympathy for the soldiers.  (The Gale Group Inc, 2001)

Vietnam Veterans Memorial
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Figure 1 Photography by 506thcurrahee (Matt Priddy) Sunrise at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial- Washington, DC

The Vietnam Veterans memorial is an atypical v-shaped wall pointing to an obelisk in Washington DC, it is engraved with over fifty-eight-thousand American soldiers names who died fighting the Vietnam war. It was established November 13th 1982, It was designed by Maya Lin and was judged anonymously.

The V-shape wall almost appears as a scar shape in the earth, possibly symbolising the victims of such a terrible humanitarian catastrophe, which lead to so many unnecessary deaths. The wall is made from highly polished granite that promotes personal reflection, although, the reflective wall was first interpreted by some a political statement, remembering a war that was never won. The black colour contrasts with the white statues and structures surrounding it, the memorial is so dramatic different from the more traditional war memorials that it appears to expose the conflict surrounding the war. The wall purposely lacks heroic or patriotic symbols and does not glorify the war, there is no political statement.  The design sets out to be harmonious, thoughtful and reflective. 
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Figure 2 Vietnam Veterans Memorial PHOTOGRAPH BY TERRY ADAMS




Although the Vietnam Veterans memorial primarily appears to pays tribute to the men and women who died during the war, it is also a tribute to the grief continued in the aftermath of the war, for many of the soldiers who returned and for the families and friends of everyone involved. (Corbin, J)

Although there were controversies after the wall was built resulting in other memorials later being placed, as far as memorials go, this is one of the most powerful and important commemorative war memorials. The wall is sad and serene, having such a physical and tactile monument has helped so many veterans as well as their families and friends have a physical connection whilst entering the space, possibly helping them come to terms with the past and showing atonement for the way veterans were treated, a way of grieving which wasn’t sanctioned previously. Visitors are always seen caressing and running their fingers over the names of friends and loved ones.

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is an abstract memorial, meaning it does not resemble anything in particular, the memorial is interpreted in several different ways leaving people to evaluate the wall as they wish. 
The Three Soldiers     [image: S1013:Users:student:Desktop:01memorial.jpg]
Figure 3 The Three Soldiers photography by Sherrie Winstead

The Three Soldiers is a bronze statue created by Frederick Hart that looks on to the Vietnam Veterans memorial. It is a representation memorial, the three men are outfitted as they would have been during the war and it depicts the diversity of the United States military. 
Maya Lin had no part in the creation of this memorial and it was built two years after the Vietnam Veterans memorial, as an answer to so many veterans, who felt as if the wall did not represented them. Another reason for wanting a more representational memorial is that it is also more patriotic.
By using a specific image, veterans are more able to form a personal connection and can form their own memorialization.
This limits the amount of the memorialization that can take place on the statue alone, but also becomes more powerful for those who were affected. It reminds soldiers of acceptance, and that their efforts are finally appreciated. 
Although it evokes a lot of memories for some visitors, The Three Soldiers is less relatable to some as it is just one interpretation of the war.


Even though it does not change what happened, or may not stop American being a War nation, there is so much significance in both memorials and show hope that people will learn from the past. 

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial and The Three Soldiers reflect the shame administered to the veterans coming home from the war, but simultaneously providing a protected asylum for memorialization.
Although the wall is abstract, by having the names of those who died written on the memorial and the way in which the name were organised, memories are sparked and remembrances takes place to those who were personally effected. 
People with no inherent memories are left with a personal memory just by visiting the wall itself and remembering the way they felt. 
Although on it’s own The Three Soldiers is a representational memorial and would be less significant to those without a direct memory of the event, when combined with the Vietnam Veterans Memorial helps play a crucial role in memorialization process. Having the faces of the three men look towards the wall makes it more human, therefore, strengthens the process. (Corbin, J)

September 11th 2001.

On September 11th 2001 a team of 19 hijackers that, took control of American Airlines Flight 11, 175 and 77 destroying both World Trade Centre buildings and the west side on the pentagon.  United Airlines Flight 93 was also hijacked but did not reach its target destination after passengers fought off the hijackers
Within a matter of hours the lives of thousands of people were changed uncontrollably. “For thousands of innocent American children, September 11, 2001, was the day they discovered the world could be wicked.” (NYC Publication 2002:1)
The attacks that took place on this day took the lives of 2,977 victims. Many of the victims that perished were members of the police and fire department as well ordinary everyday men and women who all courageously risked the cost of their own lives to save others, refusing to leave people behind who were stuck or needed help escaping the attacks. (NYC Publication 2002)


9/11 Memorial. 

National September 11 Memorial is an abstract memorial located at the World Trade Centre site where the twin towers previously stood, before being destroyed on September 11th 2001. The memorial and museum first opened on September 11th 2011, the ten year anniversary of the fatal terror attack on America that killed nearly 3000 innocent people.
Soon after the attack it was decided that there should be a memorial to commemorate the victims and those who died in the attacks on 9/11 and also the six who were killed during the world trade centre bombing in 1993.
The memorial includes all 2983 of those who died, all inscribed on 76 bronze plates that are attached to the walls of the two waterfall memorials where both World Trade Centres stood. 
Instead of writing each name randomly, it was decided that the names would be arranged in a more meaningful way. An algorithm was made based on where the attacks took place, relationships and companies who worked within the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon. It arranged into groups so those they knew and may have even died with surround them. 10 pregnant women who died either during the attack on 9/11 or the bombing in 1993 also include the expression “and her unborn child” written next to their name. (Beckman, C 2014)
Figure 4 Authors Image
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Having personally visited the National September 11 Memorial and museum, I can appreciate how emotional and serene the it is. By creating two pools that flow beneath the ground level you can feel the physical void that was left. The sounds of the two humbling memorial pools drown out the sound of the busy streets of New York. Being on the site where the two World Trade Centre building would have stood, 100s of meters into the sky and the realization of how many people tragically lost their lives there is overwhelming. 

This memorial and the thousands of other memorials that have been created since 2001 not only commemorate the victims killed in the attacks but also celebrates so many people that metamorphosed into heroes during the attacks and months later, Including rescue teams, as well as volunteers who dedicated many physical and emotional hours of searching for survivors and then cleaning the scenes that resembled a war zone.

9/11 Museum.  

The 9/11museum is another example of a representational memorial. 
The terrible disaster was televised across the world, meaning although many who visit did not lose any friends and family in the event, they may have some form of emotional connection that is enhanced by the museum.
The building emanates light and is warm and tranquil, giving visitors a sense of calm before entering the heart of the museum where their emotions will be tested and information will be retained to understand the events that have taken place. 

The museum is “The portal to an emotional underworld” that has “ghostly echoes of a tumbling twin tower” (Wainwright 2014) and is such a powerful memorial, causing people return to the moment in which it happened. It’s a connection between past and present that needs to be witnessed by many to truly feel connected. 
So many human stories and interpretations of the event throughout the museum, helping to humanize the memorial, much like The Three Soldiers memorial 
                                  [image: S1013:Users:student:Desktop:25287003_10213234112081237_760094144_n.jpg]
                                              Figure 5 Author's Image

The museum is filled individual representational memorials that connect with different people in different ways, so the combination of both the memorial pools and the museum itself, help people who did not posses a direct memory or emotion to the event leave with their own personal memories from visiting and also evokes specific memories to those who do have direct and emotional connection to 9/11.

Conclusion

Creating a memorial for those effected is a much easier process as personal memories can be used. Creation one for those who do not have any direct memories for the event in question is more complicated.
Memorials are built to evoke feelings, so regardless of whether these tragedies affected you or not, by visiting the memorials in question, memorialization still takes place. By visiting both of the abstract memorials, visitors confront the enormity of the events that have taken place whilst walking around.
Memorialization process is very different for both visitors with an emotional relationship connected to the event in mention and also visitors who do not possess direct memories or emotions to the event, but by incorporating the names of those who died on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and The 9/11 Memorial, both memorials do achieve a lasting memory on those who visit.
Those who have no measureable connection to any of the names on the memorial or with the disasters that have taken place, may visit for many different reasons, but by visiting these abstract memorials, create their own connection to the memorial and the history of it.
The difference between representation memorials and abstract memorials emphasise the different ways in which memorialization takes place.
The abstract and representational monuments in each site work successfully, complimenting and balancing each other out, to create a process of memorialization for mourners and for those visiting with no previous connection to the event.

All four memorials are dedicated to the remembrance and dedication for all of those that were part of such terrible events.
Visiting memorial sites can be very helpful with the healing process, it is also reassuring for those with an emotional connection to the event that the memories of their loved ones will forever live on.
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