Discuss the issue of authenticity in relation to battlefield and military memorials.
 

Authenticity is a physical item that is untouched and ‘unrefined’ from its original form (Wood, B. 2020, p10). Memorials are architectural structures used to commemorate an event or person (Stevens, Q. Franck, K,Q. 2016. p2). Both definitions are a generalisation of what authenticity and memorials are. What makes a memorial authentic cannot be defined by just one definition. A war memorial can be different types, whole buildings or parts of a building, components of a building, such as a commemorative window, monuments, sculptures, gardens and designed landscapes and shrines of remembrance (Commonwealth War Graves commission, 2022). Authenticity and Memorials are at the centre of the debate on how we decide what is authentic is dependent on the reason for the memorial. Certain memorials are used to commemorate different emotions, events or used for a specific political agenda. Dachau, the debate on the tomb of Spanish Dictator, General Franco and town war memorials are an example of this idea of authenticity being subjective to the purpose.

Dachau, the debate on the tomb of Spanish Dictator, General Franco and town war memorials present different understandings on what makes each memorial authentic. Each of the examples given brings a different suggestion on what makes a memorial authentic as well as how the authenticity of memorials are changed overtime. Does what make a memorial authentic change over time, and it is authentic in this time period or has it lost its purpose and authenticity. All three forms of memorials present a different idea on what makes the memorial authentic. These three forms each bring challenges and observations that show how difficult it can be to answer the question of what makes memorials authentic. Each memorial has its own purpose and definition. 

Town war memorials are way to look at how authenticity can be defined in relation to memorials on a global scale. Town memorials are an example of commemorating the dead in War and they are used as a tribute to the war dead who are buried overseas and to pay tribute to those whose bodies are not found and those who’s graves cannot be commemorated (Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 2022). Therefore, the main purpose of the war memorials in towns are to remember those that have died and those who have ‘fallen’ from that community, which are classed as ‘heroes’, but also to help ‘comfort the families’ in their time of grief (Winter, C. 2019. p117). Most of the dead in the First and Second World Wars are often buried near where they died in cemeteries specifically made for the soldiers. Examples are seen in France. However at the time most people could not visit the graves so use memorials as a replacement for the graves (Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 2022). Therefore, War Memorials are authentic to the feelings and emotions of the people at the time. However, the purpose of memorials has changed over time and the personal link between the person and the War Memorials is not the same as it was at the time it was erected, which would have been shortly after the war it was commemorating. That memorial would soon become a piece of History and lose that emotional attachment placed on it by the relatives (Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 2022). The War Memorials still serve the purpose of commemoration for the dead despite the emotional purpose being lost. Each war Memorial is different, but they still have the same purpose in commemoration (Commonwealth War Graces Commission, 2022). Two examples of the town war memorials that present different sides to the question of authenticity with town memorials are the First World War Memorial in Bury, Greater Manchester and the Saddleworth War Memorial. 

The First World War memorial in Bury, Greater Manchester, raises questions on the authenticity of the memorial due its location. Unlike the Saddleworth War Memorial, the Bury First World War Memorial is placed outside the Parish Church and in a location to which many people either walk past unable to stop and see the memorial or some do not go near that part of the town as it is not the main shopping area. The location of the war memorial in Bury is isolating from any place that is popular sights (Historic England, 2024). Therefore a place to which people reflect on and the memorials are still uses in the same way and feeling as what the memorial originally was used for. This is what makes the memorial ‘authentic’. The memorials in busy towns such as Bury have lost the ‘authentic’ purpose for use. Memorials are now structures that are used one day a year for remembrance and are not remembered by younger generations in the same way as it does for the wartime generation. This new way of using memorials questions the idea that war memorials are still relevant if they are only used for their authentic purpose to which they were originally designed for. In the case of town war memorials, it would be a place for relatives to go to pay respects to their loved ones who are buried overseas.

However, Saddleworth War Memorial is situated on top of a Hill called Pots and Pans Hill (Imperial War Museum, 2024). The significance of being on top of a Hill overlooking the town shows the importance of the memorial but also evidence that the monument is not lost within the busy town life. People can reflect on the memorial in the peace with only the monument as a focus. The authenticity of the War Memorial in Saddleworth has significance within the community as it is a place of reflection rather than being forgotten in a town centre. The impact on the location of the memorial is just as impactful as the purpose. There is a variety of types of memorials in the world and each reflects the different communities that the memorial represents (Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 2022). 

Dachau is another event that is different in how authenticity can be defined. By observing how Dachau has been changed and is it still authentic to the survivors. A point is made by Edkins that there is a difficulty on how to create a memorial about a horrific event that is too traumatic that many see it as impossible to be ‘encompassed into language’ (Edkins, J. 2009. P405). She further explains her point in stating that, ‘there is no way the ‘truth’ of what happened can be expressed in a historical account’ (Edkins, J. 2009. P405). This argument made by Edkins raises some questions on the authenticity of the Museums and dedications to Dachau and camps similar to it. Edkins writes of accounts made by American Soldiers that liberated Dachau, who say that the experience of seeing what happened was so shocking that no soldier present could put it into any form of language (Edkins, J. 2009. P405). If the experience and the accounts are so horrific and those who were either victims of Dachau or soldiers who liberated, couldn’t speak about it then how can the events that happened be fully expressed in a memorial or by any physical tribute. This does not show the authentic experience of the camp and a lot of what was experienced are missing from memorial as many of the things observed and experienced were not able to be put into historical accounts as they are so horrific. Therefore, the Museum and memorials in Dachau are not Authentic to the full experience of what really happened in Dachau. This is the same for every Concentration Camp built and used by the Nazi’s or groups like them. A lot of what happened in camps are often not widely known and it can be hard to fully understand without the whole truth being known.

Camps like Dachau are traumatic and emotional placed with horrific events that happened within them. It is impossible to express the emotion and the pain in a single monument or memorial. Museums are often used in the camps as a memorial for the events that occurred in the camps, but the images and the information still cannot portray the true trauma and experience of what happened. More than 28, 000 died in Dachau between 1940 and 1945 but the total number is unknown (American National Archives, Eyewitness). The true horrors of Dachau and the Holocaust cannot be contained in pictures, memorials or museums. The Authenticity of the Museums and the monuments in Dachau are only authentic if they relay the true horrors of the Holocaust. To make them Authentic the only way is to retain the evidence of what happens, and anything excavated to be shown. The memorials and the museum must not censor or restrict what happened as the whole truth is what makes them authentic. The memorial should be a tribute to not only those people that died in the camp but the 32,000 ‘prisoners’ that were liberated from Dachau should also be commemorated in the memorials (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Liberation of Dachau). Despite the traumatic events of Dachau being impossible to express we can observe that the authentic purpose of the memorial will be to educate and have the victims stories being told.

Another example of how authenticity can be different depending on the purpose and intent of the memorial is the Former Tomb of General France and the debate surrounding his exhumation. General Franco’s former tomb, the Valley of the Fallen, was known as a very controversial monument in Spain. Many victims that are still alive saw the Monument as a continuing torment on their own pain which was expressed in the article from the Guardian (Guardian 2017). General Franco was responsible for killing thousands of people. This was according to a news report from a European news channel called Euro news, an unbiased news channel, who gave a full report on the exhumation including the reasons behind the exhumation and the reburial (Euro News. 2019). There was some controversy over General Franco being buried at the valley of the fallen. This debate was taken to Parliament and the decision was made to exhume his coffin and rebury him in a smaller tomb in a cemetery just outside of Madrid. The Franco Family attempted to challenge the decision, but it was denied by the courts (Euro News. 2019). The debate on the exhumation of General Franco is political and social matter making it more than a family agreement. The exhumation involves a national vote which was done in Parliament (Guardian. 2017). 

According to Wood, ‘Lindholm characterizes a form of social and political change to construct an idea of authenticity’ (Wood, B. 2020. p10). This definition of authenticity can be put to the debate surrounding the exhumation of General Franco. According to the news report made during the exhumation, the Franco Family took the debate to court in an ‘attempt’ to keep General Franco at the valley of the fallen. General Franco’s victims are still alive and as spoken in the news report, the tomb that General Franco built for himself is offensive to the survivors. This debate became political and brought morals into question rather than looking to just the legal side. General Franco was removed from a memorial that he had made for himself therefore the memorial’s authenticity is questioned as it is not a memorial for the people of Spain but a memorial for General Franco and the Franco family.

The decision to exhume the coffin was a majority to remove it, which is according to an article in the Guardian. 198 to 1 Members of Parliament passed the bill after 140 Members of Parliament abstained (Guardian. 2017). This allowed the exhumation of the coffin from the Valley of the Fallen without the Franco Family continuing legal action in court. Franco killed an estimate of 500,000 people which caused a lot of controversy (Guardian. 2017). In the article, there is a reminder that Hitler and Mussolini, who were similar to Franco, ‘disappeared’ from Europe whereas Franco is given a grand tomb (Guardian. 2017). This monument was once a place for supporters of Franco and a monument to the regime that Franco had. The change in attitudes towards the monument changed within 60 years and therefore it is no longer authentic for the people of Spain. It is no longer authentic to the political views of modern Spain.

The Monument was known to be a place of gathering for the supporters of Franco or the Far-right. Right-wing falangists and Franco supporters use the Monument as a place to protest for far-right ideas (Guardian. 2017). The article refers to Hitler and Mussolini and how the Counties made them disappear from Europe and if those countries did it then Spain could easily do it. This issue has people in Spain and across the world questioning the morality of Spain and also questioning the morality of the Spanish Parliament. However, there is an argument made by the supporters of Franco that refer to the Civil War as something that should remain in the past. A comparison made is of the American and British Civil Wars and how Britain and America had reacted to the past (Guardian. 2017).

The Valley of the Fallen is a monument that is rare find for Fascist leaders, who were dictators at the same time as Franco, to have that structure to remain functioning. Hitler and Mussolini’s monuments and structures were mostly stripped away from history and disappeared from the world. Anything they built that was for self-preservation was removed and their bodies disappeared from the world. However, Franco was put into a monument, and this has made the appearance that he was a hero and a great leader and for historians the monument gives a false representation on the opinions of the Spanish people. The Valley of the Fallen was built by Franco for himself. It has no social or political importance or represents Spain. Morally, the monument is offensive to those who are victims of Franco. The Valley of the Fallen, therefore, is not authentic to the political and social opinions of Modern Spain. The Monument is authentic if historians are to see the Valley of the Fallen as how General Franco saw himself. A memorial should bring ‘engagement to the wider population’ towards the events that are being commemorated (Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 2022). The Valley of the Fallen fails to fulfil this specific criterion. Therefore, the Memorial was not authentic when it served as a tomb for General Franco. It does, however, serve as an insight into the mind and historical understanding of General Franco. Therefore making it no longer a memorial for General Franco but a memorial for those roughly 34,000 soldiers are buried (Guardian, 2023). 

In conclusion, memorials are losing their authenticity as the original purpose for the memorial and monument is not being portrayed through the modern audience. Town War Memorials do not have the same connection as when it was first erected however to retain the authenticity of Town War Memorials, there must be a change in attitude and education on the War memorial. Dachau cannot be as authentic as the true pain of the victims cannot be fully portrayed as the traumatic event cannot be expressed in any form of language. The monument cannot truly be authentic as the purpose of educating the audience on everything that happened in the camps during the Holocaust. Franco’s exhumation shows how attitudes and political ideas change through time. Franco built the Valley of the Fallen for his own personal glory however the monument is not authentic to the attitudes towards Franco. The former tomb is only authentic in portraying how Franco saw himself and how his Supporters saw him. As he has been moved, it is now more authentic to the public opinion of him and also respect to the victims who are alive and the 500,000 people that Franco killed. Looking at these three separate monuments it suggests that memorials and monuments are used and designed for a different purpose. What makes a memorial authentic is if that purpose is still being kept and if it remains true to what it original form. Memorials are the connections between the living and their relatives that died in the Wars being commemorated. Therefore, they cannot be defined by a general definition, but a memorial is only authentic if it portrays the political, emotional and social feelings of the community. Each memorial is different and has a different purpose. The purpose for memorialising Dachau is entirely different than the Valley of the Fallen or the town memorials. Authenticity can only be defined as a subjective rather than a general definition. Because Authenticity is a flexible definition, it is harder to define what is authentic and what is not authentic when talking about War and Battlefield memorials.

References

About us (no date) Euronews. Available at:  (Accessed: 5 February 2024).

Bury War Memorial, Non Civil Parish - 1444845 | Historic England (no date). Available at: https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1444845 (Accessed: 11 February 2024).

Edkins, J. (2001) ‘Authenticity and memory at Dachau’, Cultural Values, 5(4), pp. 405–420. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/14797580109367241.

Eyewitness (no date). Available at: https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/eyewitness/html.php?section=7#:~:text=Dachau%20was%20the%20first%20concentration,the%20camp%20is%20not%20known. (Accessed: 10 February 2024).

Franco’s exhumation ‘step towards reconciliation’ says acting prime minister Pedro Sanchez (2019). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kx5f5rSgdfc (Accessed: 5 February 2024).

Jones, S. (2017) ‘“It’s shameful for Franco’s victims”: Spanish MPs vote to exhume dictator’, The Guardian, 11 May. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/11/its-shameful-for-francos-victims-spanish-mps-agree-to-exhume-dictator (Accessed: 10 February 2024).

Jones, S. (2023) ‘Exhumation of civil war de
ad from Spain’s Valley of Cuelgamuros begins’, The Guardian, 12 June. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jun/12/exhumation-of-civil-war-dead-from-spain-valley-of-cuelgamuros-begins (Accessed: 11 February 2024).

Liberation of Dachau (no date). Available at: https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/timeline-event/liberation-of-dachau (Accessed: 11 February 2024).

Saddleworth Obelisk (2024) Imperial War Museums. Available at: https://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/27891 (Accessed: 11 February 2024).

Stevens, Q. and Franck, K.A. (2015) Memorials as Spaces of Engagement: Design, Use and Meaning. Routledge.

The Importance of War Memorials and Monuments | CWGC (no date). Available at: https://www.cwgc.org/our-work/blog/the-importance-of-war-memorials/#:~:text=War%20memorials%20are%20erected%20to,organisations%20that%20had%20them%20erected. (Accessed: 11 February 2024).

Winter, C. (2019) ‘Pilgrims and votives at war memorials: a vow to remember’, Annals of Tourism Research, 76, pp. 117–128. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2019.03.010.

Wood, B. (2020) A Review of the Concept of Authenticity in Heritage, with Particular Reference to Historic Houses. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1550190620904798.
