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How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.
 
[bookmark: _Hlk500355137]In this essay I will be considering how our society remembers, In the sense of commemoration. I am interested in exploring the devices and symbols that assist commemoration and I wish to discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration in pursuance of a conclusive answer. 
 
On the 31st August 1997 tragedy struck Britain and left the nation in mourning. Princess Diana, famously known as 'the people's Princess' died in Pitie-Salpetiere Hospital, Paris, following a high-speed car crash. The week that followed was possibly the most memorable expression of public emotion to date and demonstrates the social aspects of commemoration. Princess Diana knew how to use her platform for the greater good of others and so, when she died the public felt that they'd lost a part of themselves. On September 1st, the first day following Diana's death, A minutes silence was held in London for the Princess, to pay respect and commemorate her life. People queued for hours to sign the condolence book at St James' Palace. Thousands laid flowers down in her memory. Beryl Mather, a 69-year-old said in an interview with the BBC, 

"I just loved her right from the beginning. I camped out 
overnight to go to Charles and Diana's wedding, so I just 
had to come here and lay some flowers. The tributes are unbelievable and show how much she was loved by everyone.
 Even heaven is going to be a better place once she is there." 
(BBC, n.d.)

One example of the social aspects of commemoration is the togetherness and sense of unity that shared experience or hardship brings. In 1991 Princess Diana was interviewed by Andrew Morton for his book titled ‘Diana – Her True Story’ (Radloff, 2017) In these interviews she opened up about a lot of issues including her struggles with bulimia, Charles’ affairs and her suicide attempts. The book was published in 1992 and after reading it the public became even fonder of Diana. Vivienne Parry, her charity partner said, “it made her real.” (Pearl, 2009)
The book exposed the reality of her life and people sympathised with her or related to her, so when she died the public felt as though they had lost somebody whom they knew. 
[image: Image result for dianas funeral route people]On Saturday 6th September, the day of Diana’s funeral more than one million people lined the three-and-a-half-mile route from Kensington Palace to Westminster Abbey and two billion more people watched as it was televised across the globe. (Davies, 2017) Figure 1 – The funeral of Princess Diana. Saturday 6th September 1997

The sheer number of people who attended Diana’s funeral, or were affected by the death of Diana, clearly indicates the social aspects of commemoration. Shared experience and loss had an unbelievable effect on the entire nation. It brought people together from all over the country, from all different backgrounds, because each individual shared one desire; to commemorate the life of the Princess they admired and empathised with.
In my opinion, the strongest social aspect of commemoration is unity and fellowship. This is because our society remembers by being present, laying flowers, attending funerals etc. When expressed in large numbers the social impact can be enormous. 


[image: ]On the 9th September 2001 Islamic extremists hijacked 4 commercial airplanes, two of which were flown into the twin towers in New York (Newsround, 2011).  In total, nearly 3000 people were killed on that day. Leaving thousands of families, friends, and lovers mourning their lost ones. Figure 2 - 'Reflecting Absence' Memorial

The 9/11 memorial now sits in place of the world trade complex. It consists of two waterfalls and reflecting pools which are set in the footprints of the twin towers. (memorial, 2016). In 2003 an international competition was launched to design a memorial to honour and remember the victims of the 9/11 attacks (memorial, 2011). Michael Arad and Peter Walker were the winners of this competition. Their design was titled “reflecting absence”. The memorial provides a meditative environment for people to remember their loved ones. The 3000 names are inscribed in bronze surrounding the pools which sit in the foundations of the twin towers. Often as a society we find great comfort in visiting memorials for the people we have lost. Whether it is more private and intimate, such as a grave stone, or public and shared as is a memorial. There are many reasons why we find comfort in visiting these places, one is the physicality of the objects. Ms. Burlingame, whose brother died during the 9/11 attacks, said in an interview with ‘The New York Times’

“All these tokens and totems, it’s part of what we do, we 
do it to have some tangible thing we can touch, given we 
can’t touch them.” (Hartocollis, 2011). 

In my opinion, we use physical objects to remember as a sort-of relic of our memories of the person. In a way, the physicality of the object, being able to see it and touch it, is therapeutic because it can fill the void left behind when somebody we know dies. 
Another reason that we use memorials to remember, is because they provide a sense of belonging to the person that has died. All of the names on the 9/11 memorial are carefully organised so that names of people who worked together, or knew each other, are next to one another (9/11Memorial, 2015). Debra Burlingame said to ‘The New York Times’ in the same interview,

 “These are all his crew… It’s very touching to see all these 
people here together.” (Hartocollis, 2011). 

It is comforting for families to see their loved one’s name next to their friends, for example. However, it is also comforting for visitors to see other people visiting the memorial in the same circumstances as them. It almost creates a community and reminds people that they are not alone in their suffering.


Perhaps one of the most poignant ways in which we remember is preventing reoccurrence. Often, we are reminded of the awful things that happened because its believed that this will prevent similar circumstances happening in the future. 
Between January 1933 and May 1945, the German Nazi Party murdered 6 million Jews and millions of others who they believed to be racially inferior, such as homosexuals and disabled people. This huge act of genocide is remembered every year on the 27th January as this day marks the liberation of the largest Nazi death camp, Auschwitz-Birkenau (HMDTrust, 2015). The Memorial Day intends us to  

“use the lessons of the past to inform our lives today and 
Ensure that everyone works together to create a safer, better future” (HMDTrust, 2015)

The Holocaust Memorial Day Trust uses education to raise awareness on topics such as discrimination and racism to teach people of the consequences of hate and antisemitism. The charity believes that, if people are remembering the mistakes and tragedies of the past, they will be more aware of their actions. So, hate and racism won’t be taken so far as to lead to future genocide. 
[image: The room in block 4 where hair cut after murdering people in the gas chambers are displayed]This practise of remembering in order to learn lessons from the mistakes made before us is quite common and is a good indicator of both the historical and political aspects of commemoration. Auschwitz-Birkenau is now open to the public as a memorial and museum. The museum teaches the history of the holocaust and its exhibits evoke an odd unnerving sense of discomfort and sadness which is intended to make the viewer regretful of what happened. In room 4, seven tonnes of hair which was cut after murdering 40,000 people in the gas chambers is displayed. The museum is very successful in evoking emotions in the viewer, which will influence them and in turn make them want to prevent a reoccurrence in the future. (Walking through Auschwitz, 2016)Figure 3 – Display in room 4 of Auschwitz Memorial and Museum

As you first walk into block 4 of the museum, displayed on the wall is the following quote, “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it,” (George Santanya, 1863).
Which clearly states the purpose of remembering the holocaust. Unlike the previous examples, the Holocaust is not remembered to be celebrated. It is rather the opposite; the victims are remembered, and we are reminded of the awful things that happened so that we do not repeat the same mistakes.


[image: ]War is not always remembered in this way, however. War can be remembered to honour the lives of our soldiers that were lost, as well as the victories others succeeded in. In France there are many memorial structures including The Arc de Triomphe and Thiepval – Missing of the Somme. Napoleon began building the Arc de Triomphe to glorify his military conquests. (Stamp, 2006)Figure 4 - The Arc de Triomphe

[image: Image result for thiepval]Carved into the interior walls of the arc are the names of Napoleons generals and a list of all the sites of their victories (Stamp, 2006). However, at Thiepval the 72,194 names are of soldiers who desperately struggled and went missing during the war. (Stamp, 2006). The differences between both these types of war memorials are rather substantial. The Arc de Triomphe commemorates the generals and other important victors and is rather pretentious in its stature and design, showing elaborate sculpture by major academic sculptors, including Jean-Pierre Cortot, Francois Rude and Antoine Etex (Moray, 2014). Whereas Thiepval commemorates ‘ordinary soldiers, mostly volunteers, some conscripts’ (Stamp, 2006). The design of Thiepval is also much more grounded, ‘the monument reverberates with a sense of tragedy’ (Stamp, 2006).  Figure 5 - Thiepval Memorial


War memorials are often built to remember both these scenarios, in this example, The Arc de Triomphe displays the historical aspects of commemoration whereas Thiepval displays the social aspects. I believe this because The Arc de Triomphe was built for Napoleon. To remind visitors of the memorial of his victories, the architecture of the monument reflects the message that the memorial is intended to convey, which is power. Even the location of each of these monuments is worth noting. The Arc de Triomphe is situated in the capitol city of France, Paris, and stands in the centre of the Place Charles du Gaulle. (ArcdeTriompheParis, 2016). Whereas, Thiepval was built for the soldiers and their families to honour those who lost their lives during the war. The architecture of Thiepval is grand however not ostentatious. The three large arches which are carved into the large geometric shapes of the structure form viewing points for visitors to stand in to observe the field of white crosses. Each white cross mark one lost life of a soldier to the war. Thiepval memorial to the missing of the Somme is located in the north of France in the middle of a field. 

In conclusion we use many symbols and devices to remember. We remember for various reasons; for example, we remember to mourn the death of somebody whom we knew or feel we knew and we show this by attending funerals, sending our condolence and laying flowers. We also remember victims of disasters and wars and build memorials to honour the lives that were lost. Additionally, we remember in order to learn from past mistakes to prevent reoccurrence and this is done by educating the current generation of the mistakes made by previous generations. Finally, we remember to commemorate success and achievement, and this is shown in elaborate sculpture and memorials.
Each different reason and way of remembering reflects different aspects of commemoration. Remembering to mourn loved ones lost to war or disaster displays the social aspects of commemoration. Remembering to learn from past mistakes displays the political aspects of commemoration and remembering to celebrate the success of important people displays the historical aspects of commemoration. 
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