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What does it mean to commemorate? Discuss how and if memorials can create personal meaning in public spaces, using examples.

According to the Cambridge Dictionary, to commemorate is “to remember officially and give respect to a great person or event, especially by a public ceremony or by making a statue or special building.” (Cambridge University Press, 2018) 

Memorials are an important part of all cultures as they give people a chance to reflect and remember someone who has passed away – this could be a loved one or a public figure. Examples of this include the Taj Mahal, the Lincoln Memorial and the Egyptian Pyramids. Memorials and monuments serve as a permanent record for future generations as they allow family members and friends along with the community to know about past generations. “Many a churchyard has a column, obelisk or unique design of memorial erected in memory of those lost in a local mining disaster or train crash.” (T. Yorke, 2012.)
It’s important to question the ideas surrounding built memorials that are in public spaces that are not personal, Malinowski (1922) believes that “the mythical world receives its substance in rock and hill, in the changes in land and sea […] on the other hand, the story thus powerfully illustrated, re-acts on the landscape, fill it with dramatic happenings, which, fixed there forever, give it a definite meaning.” (Malinowski 1922 : 330) 

“[…] Memorials and monuments are how we embed grief into an object that is sent to the future. Monuments are a particular type of public art that plays an important role in the psyche of a community.” (Hyperallergic, 2018) An example of this would include the war memorials dedicated to just over 700,000 soldiers who lost their lives in the First World War. The scale of these losses was unheard of and this led to war memorials acting as a reminder to the hundreds of thousands of lives which had been lost. It’s important to note that the British Government issued a ban on the transportation of deceased soldiers. Instead, cemeteries were then decided upon as the most appropriate way to commemorate the dead and to also dispose of the bodies. Soldiers were individually buried, their rank and class unclear, close to the battlefield where they died. Their tombstones were engraved to preserve their names. Memorials acted as a focal point for the relatives who lost their loved ones since there was no funeral and no grave. This poses the question of whether a memorial must have a physical presence to commemorate or whether the dead can be remembered through folklore, music and poems. Rupert Brooke’s The Soldier glorifies British soldiers during the First World War and this motif is evident throughout the entirety of the sonnet. Brooke speaks from the perspective of a British soldier leaving home to go to war. It reads:
“If I should die, think only this of me:
That there’s some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England.  There shall be
 In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,
A body of England’s, breathing English air,
 Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,
A pulse in the eternal mind, no less
Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;
Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;
And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,
In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.”
Rupert Brooke’s The Soldier, 1914

The soldier speaks about his own fate and claims that there is a piece of England in the foreign country. The metaphor of dust continues into the poem where the soldier talks about the dust being shaped and formed by England. This concept suggests that he is the very manifestation of England which further continues to suggest that any soldier who died for their country during the First World War also serves the same purpose. The soldiers are “shaped” by England and by dying overseas they are acting almost like seeds. Brooke’s poem becomes the memorial by eulogising the soldiers but also turns the overseas land into a memorial by emphasising that the soldiers died there.
[image: ]It is important to note that a lack of memorials also sends an important message to the community. In the Republic of Ireland, for example, there is a lack of war memorials despite losing thousands of men during both world wars. This is a political statement of independence from Britain. In Dublin, a memorial garden was built. However, it was never civically opened or dedicated, eventually becoming neglected. The site was vandalised and blown up by republican paramilitaries in 1956 and October 1958. Eventually, the land was used by the Irish Traveller Community and as a refuse dump. It was only in 1988 following restoration that the gardens were opened to the public – more than half a century after being created. This shows a clear shift in attitude towards memorials in The Republic of Ireland as commemorating can be viewed as both a mark of respect and a symbol of oppression.



 


Crosses stand at the WWI Douaumont ossuary near Verdun, France.



According to James Jankowski (2004) “collective memory offers the investigator several advantages. First and foremost, such objects, ceremonies and texts are defined in time and space.” A prime example of commemorating in public spaces with objects and text would be English artist, Rachel Whiteread who unveiled her Holocaust memorial in Vienna after some long five-and-a-half years after the design’s approval. Inscriptions below the doors read "In commemoration of more than 65,000 Austrian Jews, who were killed by the Nazis between 1938 and 1945." The sculpture is very much so a windowless, closed-off single story building. Its placed on a low plinth in Judenplatz, Vienna. The entirety of the sculpture is engulfed with rows upon rows of books which appear to have been turned to face the wall. The viewer sees the edges of the book covers along with the closed pages. The structure along with the books are made entirely out of concrete, which creates a pale and fresh look. The metaphor is most definitely one of finality. 
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Rachel Whiteread’s Nameless Library, in Vienna.

The memorial stands out against the surrounding area- almost like an interruption on a plinth which stops the viewer in their tracks. This poses the question of whether any public sculpture or artwork can address the magnitude of the Holocaust? Expressionist figurative sculptures are almost too cliché but Whiteread’s Nameless Library is modest, yet straight to the point of the brutality and chaos that once was. The sculpture has a sense of approachability and familiarity which invites the viewer just that that little bit closer. Upon closer inspection, one can look down and read the names of each death camp, and to the Austrian Jews who have died. This concrete monument goes against the pretension of style and echoes the military bunkers from World War Two.
 “The memorial's uncomfortable unapologetic presence has a certain grandeur. It is a reminder enough of its meanings. The building's emphatic muteness and silence is the appropriate response to the enormity of its subject.” (The Guardian, 2000)
Having examined the importance of commemorating in public spaces, it is now necessary to consider how personal these public memorials are. Do memorials and monuments express community values? While it is apparent that memorials in public spaces can provide some form of comfort to grieving family and friends while also giving the public an insight as to who the deceased person was, the memorial is exclusive to the people who knew the person who passed away. James E. Young (1994) writes: “If societies remember, it is only insofar as their institutions and rituals organize, shape, even inspire their constituents’ memories. For a society’s memory cannot exist outside of those people who do the remembering – even if such a memory happens to be society’s bidding, in its name.” This suggests that our impressions of events and people are passed down through history, art and pop culture through the centuries and this forms a collective memory. To give an instance, The First World War is summed up by horror, infirmity and waste. As devastating as it was, the impact of The First World War on history is indisputable and has most definitely earned the term “seminal tragedy”, the Great War must also be considered as a defining moment in the development of the world as we know it. The disaster of the war and seemingly endless list of victims claimed by the warfare should not be forgotten. The events of today have undoubtedly been influenced by the events of 1914-1918 – the aftermath and the lives of our ancestors simply cannot be forgotten.
“The desire to be remembered lives within our genetic makeup. It is the age-old reason people carve their initials in trees, place their hands in cement, and chalk their names on rocks. They want to leave their mark. They want to be remembered. But for the living, the real marks they leave are the ones they’ve left on us. A hug. A smile. A timely word of advice. We want to remember those we’ve loved and lost, not only for them, but also as importantly for ourselves, to mend, to heal, to live, and never to forget.” (The Remembrance Process, 2018)
Considering all of this, do memorials in public spaces matter? At a superficial level, yes. A public memorial or monument almost becomes an attraction for tourists or a public piece of art. It is impossible to walk through a city like London without being drawn in by the many sculptures, buildings, plaques and statues that mark the conflicts of our country and stopping to ponder over the destruction that affected thousands of people on both sides of the war is where the line between visually striking monuments commemorating the fallen and mere art are blurred.

“It was only in the Boer War at the end of the nineteenth century that the dead themselves became the centre of attention, but the need not only to remember the fallen but to acknowledge publicly the sacrifice made by their families developed gradually during the Great War.” (The Telegraph, 2018)

Memorials are “a stitch that binds geography to history, monuments express community values” (Hyperallergic, 2018) Memorials hold an irreplaceable spot in any community and are often the centre of attention during ceremonies dedicated to memorial days. They also reflect the culture, traditions and aesthetic of the time that it was created, which is unique to the local history. It is unmistakeable that to commemorate is to remember and this can be achieved through numerous forms of art including sculpture, music, poetry, stories and landmarks.  Commemorating in public spaces is impressionistic and very much linked to the community that it belongs to. 
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