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How do we remember? Use at least 3 examples. Discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.

The dictionary definition for remembrance is “the action of remembering something” or “a memory or recollection.” (Oxford University Press. 2017) However due to the word often being used in association with fallen soldiers or victims of various attacks/ disasters, remembrance now tends to have, not necessarily a negative connotation, but one of war, death and mourning. Commemoration is “The action or fact of commemorating a dead person or past event.” (Oxford University Press. 2017) In essence commemoration is the remembrance of something or someone. Throughout history humans have commemorated loss in one way or another whether that be by creating monuments, laying flowers or holding funerals.
  Generally, when people hear the word commemoration the instant thought that comes to mind is the loss of those in World War One and Two.  Every year on November 11th everybody in the UK comes together to remember those we lost whilst fighting for our country, of course this is widely known as Remembrance Day. Since the first Remembrance Day many things have changed but two monumental factors have remained the same; those being the two minutes of silence and the cenotaph in Whitehall. The king at the time requested that at eleven o’clock on the eleventh of November everybody stop and think of those who we lost, for two minutes. On that day, for two minutes, everything comes to a standstill whether that be for people at the cenotaph in London or even children in schools. (Charlotte Hodgman, 2017)  
  ‘Moments of silence’ have since been adopted by society as a way of remembering victims of various other tragedies. As a whole, society has accepted that a moments silence is a way of remembering and paying respect to a group of people who have lost their lives unsuspectingly. A modern example of this would be the moment of silence held in Paris a year after the terror attacks in November 2015. The names of the victims were read out before a minute of silence was observed. Many people attended, not only the families and friends of victims but also members of the public who felt the need to mourn those lost. Neither the president of France, Francois Hollande, nor any other French politicians spoke at the remembrance ceremonies (Maya Vidon, 2016) reinforcing that these acts of mourning are not political, nor state initiated, they are society’s way of remembering and paying respect in one of the ways we know how to. Another recent example of using a moments silence to remember would be in Manchester after a terrorist attack claimed the lives of 22 people earlier this year. More than 400 people showed up at Manchester’s St Ann’s Square to both lay flowers and observe a minute’s silence for the victims. After a nationwide minute’s silence, a lady began to sing the song ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’ a well-known song by the Manchester band, Oasis. This began a domino effect leading to the whole crowd joining in by singing the ballad which very much instils the idea of not harbouring anger over things we cannot change and instead moving on, trying to prevent these atrocities from happening again, but still remembering those that were lost. This ideology is reminiscent of the Serenity Prayer attributed to Reinhold Neibuhr, the idea of accepting the things that cannot be changed, having the courage to change the things that can be changed, and knowing the difference. (Barb Rogers (2005:1) So while observing a moments silence is very much historic in its origin, it is still used in modern life and is widely accepted as a way of commemorating or remembering those who have died. 
   The most infamous or well-known case of a terrorist attack is undisputedly that of the 9/11 plane hijackings and crashes in 2001.  Terrorists from the far-right extremist group Al-Qaeda took control of four US aeroplanes, crashing two into the World Trade Centre, one into the Pentagon and the last into a field after passengers fought back. Approximately 3000 people died as a result of the attacks. (A&E Television Networks, 2017) As a response to the attacks The National September 11 Memorial was created. Designed by Michael Arad the memorial consists of two man-made waterfalls in the old place of the World Trade Centre Twin Towers. Surrounding the waterfalls is an engraved plaque reading the names of those who lost their lives. Not only was the memorial created but a 9/11 memorial museum was opened to the public. The museum holds wreckage from the towers themselves, clothes belonging to victims and voice recordings of the last phone calls made by passengers of Flight 93; the passengers who fought back. (Lea Lane, 2017) Including the final call from passenger, Sandy Bradshaw, to her husband simply saying “Everyone’s going to first class. I’ve got to go. Bye.”  (Tom McMillan (2015:102)
Throughout history monuments have been used as a way to remember those who have died. Historically speaking many monuments were very figurative, featuring the person themselves e.g. The Lincoln Memorial, Mount Rushmore and Nelson’s Column, or would depict some generic soldier or military personnel. However more and more commemorative monuments are breaking the boundaries. Using the 9/11 Memorial as an example, not a single figure is represented in the memorial, of course the names are all on display, but the main focus is on the waterfalls in the middle and what the placement of the monument represents. The depth of the falls at the World Trade Centre site issue a sobering reminder of what once stood so tall almost forcing you to remember the events that took place there. Former President George W. Bush said that “There will be no forgetting September 11th. We will remember every rescuer who died in honour. We will remember every family that lives in grief. We will remember the fire and ash, the last phone calls, the funerals of the children.” (New York Times, 2001) Every year, come the anniversary of the attacks the world remembers, the words “Never Forget” make their rounds on television and on the internet causing a mass day of mourning. 
  Although commemoration is often associated with wars or attacks, there is also a sense of public commemoration when public or famous figures pass away unexpectedly. 2016 was seen as a year of celebrity deaths. It seemed to everybody like they were passing one after another from, celebrities ranging from David Bowie on January 10th to Debbie Reynolds on December 28th. (Cathy Owen et.al. 2016) David Bowie was a glam rock icon, loved and admired by many. He is remembered for his quirky and unique way of being alongside a successful music career lasting decades, releasing his final album just 2 days before his death. Since his death, an impromptu shrine was erected in Bowie’s birthplace, Brixton, after an artist painted a mural depicting the late singer on an exterior wall of Morleys department store. Since the mural was painted, many fans have taken their time to leave flowers and tributes to the legacy who was Bowie. (Nadia Khomami. 2016) 
  The idea of art being used as a tool for commemoration and remembrance isn’t at all modern. The overall style and appearance of the Bowie tribute is very modern, but artists have been using painting as a way to commemorate for years. For instance, ‘Michelangelo’s creation of Adam’ 1508-1512 could be seen as a painting commemorating God creating Adam. Similarly to the David Bowie mural, the artwork wasn’t painted on a traditional canvas but on part of a building, Michelangelo’s work famously gracing the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. (ItalianRenaissance.org. 2015) While the two works of art are worlds apart in terms of subject, the idea behind them is the same- creating a piece of art to depict a dead person or past event; the very definition of commemoration. Michelangelo’s work isn’t even the earliest example of using art in commemoration. Examples range all the way back to the end of the second century and into the start of the third. The Christian Catacombs in Rome were where “The most important pontiffs of the 3rd century would be buried.” Adorning the walls were simplistic paintings depicting stories from the bible. The work itself depicted ‘past events’ and was painted in what was essentially a tomb or sort of mausoleum so definitely falls under the category of commemoration. (Vatican.va. 2017) This shows that art has been used to commemorate before the idea of ‘celebrities’ even existed. 

  The internet and social media are playing more and more of a fundamental role in how we as a society grieve or mourn the loss of both personal and public figures.  Many people look up to their favourite celebrities as they would a family member and thus feel the same intense emotions when said celebrity passes away especially when the death is unexpected. Take Robin Williams’s tragic death in 2014, there was an outpouring of public posts paying respect to the late actor on various social media platforms. (Tumblr, 2017) Whilst not necessarily being an issue, many see this public ‘band-wagon’ approach to remembering celebrities after their death rather false. Alex Proud (2016) put it plainly, simply asking “These poor people. Do they live in a permanent state of grief?” referring to people who publicly mourn or commemorate each and every celebrity death with the same intense emotions. He also questions whether this public mourning over celebrity deaths depersonalises when a person’s actual family member or close friend dies. He facetiously phrases it as “Would you have enough grief left for them? Or would they become just another weekly cry for you: “Gutted for mum, in heaven with #prince”.”  However, the point stands, at what point do things go from genuine mourning to just joining the crowd and is the sincerity questionable? (Alex Proud. 2016) Regardless of the sincerity, or the aim or even content of the post to social media, this seems to be the way things are moving forward. As of September 30th 2017, there are on average 2.07 billion active users on Facebook on a monthly basis (Facebook. 2017) This coupled with Twitter’s average of 330 million users per month (Statista. 2017) exemplifies the rise in the use of social media among the population. It’s only natural that given the social aspect of social media and the oversharing already associated with it that the death of a celebrity would cause a flurry of posts and an outpouring of emotion. As more time goes on and more people join social media it seems that it is becoming a key component in commemoration remembrance. Facebook even released a feature to show you what you did “on this day” in previous years. This digital form of ‘remembering’ even has an algorithm to identify a good memory from a bad one and uses that to only display what the owner of the account is likely to want to view. (Matt Weinberger. 2017) 
   Overall whilst remembrance and commemoration are both experiences shared by the many, the underlying feelings and preferences are still quite personal and subjective. Whilst some may feel a simple post on social media is apt, others feel a monument or mural would be more appropriate. The response and way in which we remember is also highly dependent on what or who we are remembering, a deceased far-right dictator will never be remembered or commemorated in the same way as a much-loved British icon. Another consideration would be the size of the event that is being commemorated. 9/11 was the biggest loss of life on American soil by a foreign terror attack in history, thus the memorial and commemoration reflect that (National September 11 Memorial & Museum 9/11 MEMORIAL, 2017) similarly, there are too many war memorials and monuments to count since so many countries and people were involved. So whether it be a moments silence, a monument, a mural or a post on social media, remembrance and commemoration are fundamental parts of society and are fundamental in understanding our history. 
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