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What does it mean to commemorate?
How do memorials create personal meaning in a public place?
[image: ]In this essay I will explore the ideas behind memorials and the amount of power they hold on the public; the effect they have on the space surrounding them, and how the public sympathise with the personal meaning behind them. I believe the subject matter plays as a direct influence on the feeling one has, whether it be the commemoration of a singular person, or the loss of thousands. The latter might be an important historical event, such as the Holocaust, for which there are numerous memorials spanning across the world. This particular commemoration can inflict feeling on many, being that it was one of the largest known genocides on the planet.

I could start off with Peter Eisenman and Buro Happold’s ‘Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe’, a memorial in Berlin which consists of 2,711 stelae arranged in a grid over a 200,000sqft site. A sign, or plaque, sits on the edge of the site which acts as a set of “commandments” of etiquette for visitors to uphold. This plaque clearly, among other things, no climbing, jumping or noise making amongst the stelae. Whether anyone actually listens to these “commandments” is a completely different story. Over social media you see pictures and videos of visitors singing, dancing, free-running, performing yoga poses and taking selfies. I personally believe this is an act of “accidental disrespect”, where the visitors who take these pictures or videos don’t actually believe they’re doing anything wrong. 
[image: ]Looking at something similar, I found Jaan Toomik, an Estonian artist who performed a piece called ‘Dancing with Dad’ in 2003. This piece involves Toomik dancing near his father’s grave, whilst Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Voodoo Chil’ plays. “The act on his grave was a try to find contact with him through dance and to overcome some inside taboos.”1 When I look at this piece, I feel confused, do I consider this to be a personal memorial between a son and his father? Was there a relationship between the two that was tied strongly through the art of music and dance? Or could it just be a spark to start the debate on what commemoration means to different people.
Moving back to the Holocaust Memorial, some might say the videos and pictures of visitors are harmless, as the structure of the stelae might be seen as an invitation to play in their eyes. Israeli artist Shahak Shapira took it upon himself to create a project called ‘Yolocaust’, where he creates photographic pieces by editing the visitor’s selfies into macabre scenes. Shapira was infuriated with the level of disrespect shown at the memorial and wanted to shame the visitors for making light of such a heavy topic. This was certainly an interesting to way to go about trying to prevent anyone from doing something similar again, but unfortunately, as with the plaque, nobody seemed to listen or care about the embarrassment they inflicted on themselves.
[image: ][image: ]
I think the issue with this memorial is not the memorial itself, but the lack of empathy the visitors possess. They see pictures of a commemoration of the murder of 6 million Jews on TripAdvisor, a thought crosses their mind that “it’ll be something to knock of the bucket list”, but they don’t think about the work that went into this memorial;  how these people were needlessly murdered like cattle in a slaughterhouse, or the families of the fallen. They believe it to be a waste of time wandering through the concrete maze in silence, just appreciating that they might never have to die in such a way due to their inherited privilege. Nevertheless, the site itself is more a means of association with the Holocaust, and perhaps not a way to represent it—it’s all down to the interpretation of the visitor.
[image: ][image: ]	I decided to look at Rosemarie Trockel’s ‘Ich Habe Angst’, which really comes down to the religious and social implication behind it. ‘Ich Habe Angst’ directly translates to the phrase “I have fear”, which begs the question, who fears what? I think the installation, which consisted of vinyl lettering along the wall behind the altar, along with debris lying across the floor in front of it, does not speak for Trockel herself. The building (a church in Cologne) in which the installation was housed was restored after heavy bombing in the Second World War, and the piece itself peeks into the church’s history. It’s almost a play on God’s own son admitting he is afraid; his house was broken and he feared for his family’s safety (the congregation). The church wanted its visitors to think—similar to the purpose of the Holocaust Memorial—possibly about the realism of war and its direct effect on religion. The piece stands as a memorial to those who lost not their lives, but a revered home to which they could connect with their Father. This begs another question, if God’s home is destroyed by humanity’s affairs, are we truly helpless? Would the words ‘Ich Habe Angst’ then apply to us as well as a congregation? In comparison to the Holocaust Memorial, which applied to the Jews needlessly lost to the ugliness of the same war, how does Trockel manage to approach this piece with the same amount of power as the stelae, but in the form of three words? Would visitors treat the vinyl lettering with the same lack of respect as the stelae—if not, why? I believe, if anything, the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe is a powerful piece, despite not clearly stating what it’s commemorating. I imagine myself in the church viewing ‘Ich Habe Angst’ and I’m overwhelmed by the power that those three words hold over me already. I empathise with the loss of this powerful structure during the war, knowing fully well it was a place that someone would really need at the time; having that possibility stripped from you must have taken a toll on your sanity at the least.
I wanted to explore a piece created by Susan Hiller, called ‘Monument’, which consists of forty-one photographs of memorial plaques that she came across in Postman’s Park, near St Paul’s Cathedral in London. The plaques are a commemoration of ordinary men, women, and children who performed acts of heroism and died in the process. Hiller explored the idea of bringing back events, objects or people that may have been forgotten, and in this case, the plaques were overlooked. She explores themes of death, memory and the representation of both in many of her pieces, but this piece struck me on a personal level. The plaques, being there for years, were ignored by visitors who may have sat on park benches in front of them. A quote from Hiller, after being seen photographing them, “they said things like ‘Oh! Isn’t it sad? Isn’t it dreadful?’ But what struck me was that they had sat in front of these perfectly visible objects for years and years, and the objects had been, literally, invisible.”2 This quote struck a chord, being that humanity only seems to care about large acts of heroism in general, even if they performed small acts themselves. This piece invites the visitors to sit on the park bench in front of the photographs, put on a set of headphones as Hiller’s voice plays, commentating and addressing the very nature of heroism itself. ‘Monument’ is seen as both a public and private commemoration of these heroes. The photographs show to the public a visual representation, whilst Hiller’s voice can only be heard by the individual wearing the headphones, creating an intimate feeling between the artist and the visitor. “The entire piece is activated by a person who sits on a bench listening to a sound tape, a person must be prepared to be seen in public performing a private act of listening. Since that person is seen by other viewers against a backdrop of photographic images, the piece exists as a tableau with a living centre, while the person is also part of the audience for the work.”2 This work could also be seen as a commemoration to Hiller herself, as she is immortalising her words to give recognition to those who may have been forgotten by the public. Is this the intended outcome? Or might it have been an afterthought?
[image: ]After reading through an essay written by James E. Young, I thought it was important that I mentioned a piece created by an American geometric minimalist Sol Lewitt, called ‘Black Form’. The piece consisted of large black blocks installed in the centre of the plaza in front of the Münster Palace, representing the missing Jews of Münster. The piece was a part of Germany’s “Skulptur Projekte 87”, and was known as a hindrance, or eyesore in comparison to the “sunny and graceful university square”3. After some time ‘Black Form’ had been covered with graffiti and political slogans, creating more contrast between the plaza and the piece. In March of 1988, after a steady flow of complaints from visitors and pleas from the artist, the piece was demolished. Young states, “An absent people would now be commemorated by an absent monument.”3 A strong memory of the monument would stay within the community surrounding it, and in eight months—during commemorations of Kristallnacht, there would be talk of the city council asking the artist to reconstruct a new “wall work”. Of course, Lewitt would stick to his geometric medium and recreate ‘Black Form’, making it a reminder to all that without the presence of Jewish children, it would be a monument to mark the end of generations. Within days of the piece being rebuilt, debates were sparked about how to represent the Holocaust without compromising the aesthetic that contemporary spaces would bring. In this case, one would assume that there would be no issue with remembering the loss of their country. It’s definitely too sensitive a topic to bring up, unless you’re willing to invite controversy and debates into your life. I believe shame might play a part in this case, as though they are admitting to a wrong that they might have done, though they know they did not personally commit the crime. A commemoration should be a site, monument or plaque that invites the memory of someone or something lost; it could be about admitting that someone had done wrong, but that’s not the message that should be thought of when looking at the context of the piece.
  After debating with myself on what it means to commemorate, and how artists create personal meaning in private spaces, I feel that I’ve explored enough artists and their interpretations of the word “commemoration” to comment. I believe memorials are created with intention that the viewer may not quite understand until they ponder it for a while. They might ask themselves questions like, “How does this make me feel?”; “Why does it make me feel that way?”; “Was this the intention of the creator?” Personally speaking, I do not sit on memorial benches, take pictures where it’s deemed inappropriate, I accept that my existence might be due to the loss of others, and I think about the controversy that may have occurred when the memorial was created, which may only apply to a very select few. I don’t think there’s one definite answer to the question, rather, there are many interpretations and artists explore it and define it individually. The direct effect on the public just happens to be incidental.
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"Jumping on dead Jews @ Holocaust Memorial."
At Holocaust Denkmal Berlin @ 87
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