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 DISCUSS THE ISSUE OF AUTHENTICITY IN RELATION TO BATTLEFIELD / MILITARY MEMORIALS

	This essay will discuss on how authenticity differs depending on different memorials, of when and where they are located, using case studies such as the memorial of the Korsbetningen Cross at Visby and how this medieval memorial compares to modern ones, such as that of the De Montfort Memorial, and the memorials of wars in the 20th century. Comparing these monuments, authenticity shapes them to react differently, and these reactions are constructed by the public perception and how they interact with the past.  In order to understand the importance and issues of authenticity regarding battlefield and military memorials, there must be an understanding of authors such as Walter Benjamin and his works on ‘aura’ and authenticity,[footnoteRef:1] as well as pastness and how this can change the perspective and reception of the memorials.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Benjamin, W. and Underwood, J.A. (2008) The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. London: Penguin.]  [2:  Holtorf, Cornelius. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.. ] 

	The idea of authenticity is rooted in many other concepts and must be aided by ideas of ‘aura’ and pastness to truly understand and grasp the ideas of what authenticity is and how it can be used when regarding battlefield and military memorials. The paramount idea which arose from authenticity must be ‘aura’ which was spearheaded by Walter Benjamin in ‘The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’.[footnoteRef:3] Benjamin understood that authenticity was far too complex to be defined on its own, and theorised that authenticity would be characterised in relation to the concept of ‘aura’.[footnoteRef:4] Benjamin argued that the presence of the original object was the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity, and this is what the concept of ‘aura’ theorises.[footnoteRef:5] A more complex understanding is also explained in Benjamin’s work that the physical duration to the historical testimony relating to the concept is what is best defined as ‘authenticity’.[footnoteRef:6] There is also an argument that the ritualistic ideas is what is quintessential to authenticity, and that the value of the work that is authenticity is the rooted to its ritual meanings.[footnoteRef:7] ‘Aura’ is the desire to experience the objects uniqueness, to engage with it, and it is the “strange tissue of space and time”.[footnoteRef:8] Authenticity is connected to the concept of ‘aura’, since they both come from and are grounded in the ritual and tradition, which are not static, and are dynamic as performative and communicative devices as a whole.[footnoteRef:9] Other academics have their own takes on authenticity, for example, Boorstin’s argument was that tourism is a pseudo-event whereby the tourists seek inauthenticity for their inauthentic lives, this can be argued for memorials, but memorials are not erected for the sole purpose of tourism and cannot be lead by this argument due to that.[footnoteRef:10] Additionally for the most part objective authenticity is heavily focused on the genuineness of objects, artefacts and structures.[footnoteRef:11] Barthel uses the same approach of the objectivist perspective in her analysis of historic sites, determining authenticity based on the originality of the site, its structures and the social context of the place.[footnoteRef:12] The main argument of Walter Benjamin is that the mechanical reproduction will and can degrade the ‘aura’ of an object or piece of art, and in this case this argument will be targeted towards the battlefield and military memorials chosen for the essay.  Moreover, pastness is another concept that supports the further definitions of authenticity. Rather than pastness focusing on the ‘age’ of an object, the focus must be on the quality of being from the past, as the physical quality of the past is what matters about the objects age.[footnoteRef:13] The authentic archaeological objects can for the most part be effectively defined as objects that posses a sense of pastness.[footnoteRef:14] [image: ]Cornelius Holtorf writes that “pastness is the result of a particular perception or experience” for instances that are firmly situated in the cultural context of ‘pastness’.[footnoteRef:15] Jones mentions that pastness is to focus on how people are to react and experience the historic environment in the heritage sector, and to address the viewers emotive and meaningful engagements with the historic environment.[footnoteRef:16] Buildings can require pastness irrespective of whether they possessed the features of pastness when they were first erected, pastness can be described as buildings having a particular architectural design or be ruined and in obvious states of decay.[footnoteRef:17] An example of a memorial possessing a sense of pastness would be that of the Korsbetningen Cross at Visby (see fig 1). The Cross in figure 1, possess an inherent sense of pastness and does not strive to be authentic. [3:  Benjamin, W. and Underwood, J.A. (2008) The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. London: Penguin.]  [4:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), pp. 269–289. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003. p. 270.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Walter, B. and Underwood, J.A. (2008) The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. London: Penguin.]  [9:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), pp. 269–289. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003. p. 271.]  [10:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), pp. 269–289. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003. p. 272.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Holtorf, Cornelius. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332. p. 430.]  [14:  Ibid p. 431]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Ibid.] 
Figure 1, Korsbetningen Cross (Fredrik Wilhelm Scholander, 1816 - 1881)

	Objects are the physical and social products that push and shape the individual and collective identities which encode social suggestions and values, that also provide the individuals with signs for orientation and guidance.[footnoteRef:18] War memorials inherit a phenomenon for the exploration on how people and the material world are mutually constitutive.[footnoteRef:19] The war and battlefield memorials are abundant in the environments which are made by humans, that anchor memories of the past events and present societal remembrance on these events and the nation where the battlefield and war memorial are.[footnoteRef:20] In modern society there is a common movement whereby the society construct and create films, books, monuments, commemorations and rituals in order to remember the social events of the past or to remember modern events for the future.[footnoteRef:21] Frederic Bartlett and Maurice Halbwachs have written that memories are not only stored in the memory of our brain but are distributed through social artefacts and cultural tools.[footnoteRef:22] These tools are used in marking and ensuring these significant events throughout history are kept and contribute to ways in which the past is understood and how the memories of these events impact both the individual and the society they lay within.[footnoteRef:23] War and battlefield memorials offer a powerful vehicle where social institutions commemorate traumatic and triumphant events, that serve a compelling example of the memory through materiality.[footnoteRef:24] Since wars and other violent acts do results in loss and social stability within nations, and the destruction of the physical environment, these physical traces can be erased from the historical and archaeological record but also be maintained to stand as witnesses and the consequences of the wars and destructive events.[footnoteRef:25] Furthermore, the memory and impact on events such as wars can extend beyond the battlefields in where they are, and can be perpetuated at a ritualistic site for memory, such as a war memorial.[footnoteRef:26] Due to the abundance of events such as World War I and II as well as other wars within the 20th century, many war and battlefield memorials have been erected, using materials such as concrete, brick and mortar, and these memorials – because of the materials they are built in, forcefully push a narrative of social necessity of remembering the heritage through the materiality which speaks to the populace over time.[footnoteRef:27] These types of memorials are also inscribed in with names and events to enhance the meaning of the site, and these create and demonstrate a powerful movement which ensure the people in future do not forget these events.[footnoteRef:28] Additionally, when these memorials fall into disrepair there is a great effort to conserve and restore them so that they maintain their position in the socio-cultural markers of past events and of those who sacrificed their lives for their country and community, and to immortalise them in stone and concrete.[footnoteRef:29] [18:  Zachary, B. et al. (2011) “Collective remembering through the materiality and organization of war memorials,” Journal of material culture, 16(2), pp. 193–213. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183511401494. p. 194.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Bernard, B. (1949) Place, symbol, and utilitarian function in war memorials. Social Forces 28(1): 64–68]  [22:  Zachary, B. et al. (2011) “Collective remembering through the materiality and organization of war memorials,” Journal of material culture, 16(2), pp. 193–213. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183511401494. p. 194 – 195 ]  [23:  Ibid p. 195]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Ibid.]  [27:  Ibid.]  [28:  Zachary, B. et al. (2011) “Collective remembering through the materiality and organization of war memorials,” Journal of material culture, 16(2), pp. 193–213. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183511401494. p. 195.]  [29:  Ibid.] 

	Memorials are sometimes considered as collective artefacts that are expression encoded in societal values, and they emphasise themes of honour, sacrifice and the common good – imbuing the site with a redemptive quality which enhances the lives of those immortalised in the artefact.[footnoteRef:30] Memorials also serve as vital constructs that link the past, present and future – the past is interpreted and represented through the artistic and institutional lenses with the lessons of war, whether that would be glory or a lament.[footnoteRef:31] Barber writes that a physical space reflects a social symbol, and that expressing the societal attitudes and values that are within the community, especially since the Second World War.[footnoteRef:32] These memorials are also erected to serve the public and foster a process of healing for the families of the fallen that are commemorated within the battlefield or war memorial, and these memorials represent the trauma that is inflicted by the wars in which they represent.[footnoteRef:33] Moreover, war and battlefield memorials can sometimes evoke and encourage emotions such as national pride, which inspire awe of the power of the political regime – these are the extreme functions for memorials and are rarely experienced, however, they tend to be effective in creating these emotions with the help of the administration that had created it.[footnoteRef:34] Furthermore, there are indications that the proper approach for war and battlefield memorials would be to understand how the memorials are embedded in the social, historical, cultural and personal contexts of the society in which they serve.[footnoteRef:35] Socially made meanings are added in the material objects, and artefacts, whether they be natural or human made, and are therefore shaping identities, emotions, and are creating discourses themselves.[footnoteRef:36] Thus, monuments such as battlefield and war memorials do not inherently posses prior nature or status but are imbued with the significance through societal means and personal perceptions.[footnoteRef:37] In addition to this, visitations to battlefield and war memorials provides the person with a visceral and sensuous experience, the sensuous and holistic organisation of the memorial acts to bring people in and push towards the immediate here and now.[footnoteRef:38]  [30:  Ibid p. 195 – 196.]  [31:  Ibid. ]  [32:  Bernard, B. (1949) Place, symbol, and utilitarian function in war memorials. Social Forces 28(1): 64–68]  [33:  Zachary, B. et al. (2011) “Collective remembering through the materiality and organization of war memorials,” Journal of material culture, 16(2), pp. 193–213. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183511401494. p. 196.]  [34:  Ibid p. 197]  [35:  Ibid.]  [36:  Ibid. ]  [37:  Ibid.]  [38:  Zachary, B. et al. (2011) “Collective remembering through the materiality and organization of war memorials,” Journal of material culture, 16(2), pp. 193–213. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183511401494. p. 199.] 

In the United States of America and internationally, there are numerous memorials to the conflict in Vietnam, the case for Vietnam challenges people to rethink the roles of the memorials and to reflect on the cultural ambiguity which encompasses the war and how it perhaps should be remembered – there are well over 50 sites in regards to Vietnam war memorials, and all of which navigate the complexity of memorialising an ambiguous conflict.[footnoteRef:39] The most famous of the Vietnam war memorials is the memorial in Washington D.C. inspired by a Vietnam war veteran Jan Scruggs, the memorial was designed to be opened to a national competition in 1980 where it received 1,400 entries and the winning design for the monument was Maya Lin and archaeologist at Yale University.[footnoteRef:40] Maya Lin was a minimalist and focused on a elegant design of a polished black granite wall which was 10 foot in height in the middle, and it would taper to nothing at either end – the wall was to be placed against vertically so that the ground would cover over most of the back of the war memorial, and it would slope down to its base and the front, lastly it would show the names of 58,000 dead soldiers in a chronological order (see fig 2).[footnoteRef:41] [image: Vietnam Veterans Memorial | TCLF] [39:  Ibid p. 202.]  [40:  Ibid.]  [41:  Ibid.] 

Figure 2, Washington, D.C., United States, Vietnam Veterans Memorial (TCLF, n.d).
This memorial has been viewed by thousands and continues to be one of the most emotive monuments to date, the names written down chronologically create a massive sense of scale, that makes it difficult to understand and comprehend the intensity of the war, and encourages the visitor to think and question the war, as well as feel emotion for the 58,000 dead soldiers. The memorial evokes a sense of pastness and helps the visitor to think of the past that is Vietnam, the monument does not contain the physical aspects of pastness, but it is created through the listings of the dead, they create this sense of past.[footnoteRef:42] The ‘aura’ of the memorial is also immense, its design evokes many feelings of the past alongside the authenticity of the object – however, this is not the sole purpose of the memorial, the ‘aura’ of the memorial does not attempt to create a historical narrative, but to commemorate the dead, those who visit it do get a sense of the authenticity of the object and the war in Vietnam, however, it is not made to evoke this emotion, despite being made to commemorate the dead soldiers.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  Holtorf, Cornelius. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332. p. 430.]  [43:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), pp. 269–289. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003. p. 270.] 

	Arguably the most unique memorial in the discussion would be that of Korsbetningen Cross in Visby, Gotland (see fig 1). The memorial itself was erected at the site of the mass grave from the Battle of Visby in 1361, and has a text carved into it.[footnoteRef:44] What makes the site unique is that the Danish army is said to have consisted of professional soldiers and knights, and the forces of Visby were not trained as well and were ill-equipped.[footnoteRef:45] It is said that the Gotlandic rural militia had fought the Danish army in the countryside but had failed to stop the advance on the 27th of July on a battle outside the southern gate of Visby – during the early 20th century, the mass graves from the battle were excavated, and there were an enormous amount of findings, the findings were so unique as they mostly consisted of personal equipment tied to the human remains of the users.[footnoteRef:46] What makes the Korsbetningen Cross so unique is that it is a medieval memorial, and is intrinsically situated in authenticity and pastness – it exhibits the quintessential ideas on what Holtorf describes as pastness in a physically sense.[footnoteRef:47] Moreover, its ‘aura’ and authenticity also show this to be the case.[footnoteRef:48] Despite it being a memorial that holds the emotive responses of the mass grave, it is not for the sole purpose of commemoration anymore, and has lost its purpose as a memorial in the modern sense as it is regarded as today.[footnoteRef:49] Thus, the memorial in Visby, focuses heavily on the authenticity of the site, and creates an eyeglass into the past of the battle and those who had died, but not through the cultural relationships that we hold for the memorials of the 20th century, but a historical one that doesn’t focus on creating a response for nationalism, grief and sadness.[footnoteRef:50] [44:  Thomas, N. (2017) “The Gotlandic rural militia : A study of the invasion of Gotland 1361 in response to a modern narrative” Stockholm University, Department of History, Master thesis. https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1159294/FULLTEXT01.pdf p. 5. ]  [45:  Ibid.]  [46:  Ibid p. 6.]  [47:  Holtorf, Cornelius. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332. p. 430.]  [48:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), pp. 269–289. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003. p. 270.]  [49:  Ibid.]  [50:  Walter, B. and Underwood, J.A. (2008) The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction.] 

	In the year of 1965 the monument to Simon de Montfort, first Earl of Leicester was erected (see fig 3).[footnoteRef:51] The monument here attempts to create a sense of pastness, not through a physical means, but through an emotive and transcendental means similarly to that of the Vietnam war memorial by Maya Lin.[footnoteRef:52] However, the main difference between the memorials; Vietnam war memorial and the de Montfort memorial is that Maya Lin was not attempting to recall the past with their thoughts, but to commemorate those who had died so that they were everlasting – with the de Montfort memorial it was built hundreds of years after the death of Simon de Montfort and was certainly trying to harken back to the 13th century and to celebrate de Montfort despite him not being apart of the cultural memory the same way the dead of Vietnam were for the Americans during the mid-20th century.[footnoteRef:53] Despite this, the site at the de Montfort memorial has been reenacting the Battle of Evesham for a number of years, in order to memorialise the lord and battle through events – this is an effective medium which supports a sense of pastness, and does create an authentic experience of the memorial, but it is very alien in comparison to other 20th century memorials in how it is perceived and used in society.[footnoteRef:54] The site of the de Montfort memorial is not physically authentic, but provides an experience based authenticity, especially during the Battle of Evesham. [51:  ‘The Battlefields Hub → Medieval → the Evesham Campaign → the Battle of Battle of Evesham → Visiting the Battlefield - the de Montfort Memorial’. 2017. Battlefieldstrust.com <https://www.battlefieldstrust.com/resource-centre/battlepageview.asp?pageid=597&parentid=586> [accessed 20 February 2026].]  [52:  Holtorf, Cornelius. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.]  [53:  Ibid.]  [54:  Ibid.] 
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Figure 3, de Montfort memorial (The Battlefields Trust, 2004).

	To conclude, a memorial is not intrinsically authentic, and for the most part most memorials are not striving to inherit such authenticity. Most of the time they are erected in order to commemorate the dead and create emotive responses such as grief, loss, and sadness and sometimes they do also attempt to evoke a nationalistic response from the public, rather than to ensure some form of authenticity and pastness to support tourism and consumerism.[footnoteRef:55] Memorials however do create this sense of authenticity despite not purposely attempting to create the authenticity that does become apparent, especially the concept of pastness and ‘aura’. Pastness is for the most part created accidentally by memorialising the events and people who had died, a prime example of this is that of the Korsbetningen Cross (see fig 1) and that of the Vietnam war memorial in Washington D.C. (see fig 2).[footnoteRef:56] Despite these sites inheriting it due to the events, other memorials such as that of the de Montfort memorial create a sense of authenticity and pastness through its heavy focus on reenactment and the celebration of Simon de Montfort – and it is awfully effective in doing so. One must only visit the site in August during the reenactment event to truly feel the authenticity of the memorial that is the event and object. Authenticity is not strived in the making of these war and battlefield memorials and are created by the society in which they are experienced through cultural memories of the past and the retelling of these events, whether that be in schools with history lessons, or by visiting the site and reading the monuments. But authenticity is not an issue, it creates a sense of reality without forcing it onto the visitor of the monument. [55:  Joseph, C.N, et al. “The Concept of Authenticity: What It Means to Consumers.” Journal of Marketing, vol. 85, no. 4, 2021, pp. 1–20. JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/27114307.]  [56:  Holtorf, Cornelius. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.] 
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