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Towards a Cultural Geography  
of Modern Memorials

A n dr e w M . Sh a n k e n

It is v i rt ua l ly i m possi bl e� to move through a European or 
  American city without passing memorials that prompt us  –  if we 

notice them at all  –  merely to scratch at some fading memory. Instead of 
recalling civic or national heroes, important events, or victories in battle, 
we see the erosions of time, the way they make way for the daily pulses 
of urban movement, or how commerce corrals them into corners where 
they can grow old invisibly. Even the most familiar memorials, ones that 
we use repeatedly or ritualistically to cultivate a sense of collective recall, 
constantly confront obsolescence and alienation. Who are these strangers 
and how did they get that way? How, moreover, are we to understand them 
in their ever-changing states?
	 Memorials and cities have a conflicted relationship, the latter often 
sacrificing the former to its changing speed, scale, material reality, or, just 
as importantly, modern disregard. This disregard has taken the shape of 
movements against traditional memorials, even against the project of 
memorialization itself. At other times it has overflowed into outright 
disgust, ending in acts of iconoclasm or wilful destruction.1 Most often, 
it takes the form of neglect, arguably the most damning dismissal of all 
because it entails forgetting  –  the precise thing memorials are supposed 
to ward against. Neglect, however, is difficult to study, and even harder 
to historicize. Beyond the mere process of forgetting, which one can find 
in literal deterioration, as when nostalgic patina turns into irreversible 
destruction, neglect is also quite literally a passing matter.
	 Scholars neglect neglect because its resists the archives. The same 
forces that cause memorials to disappear from view obscure their history 
and meaning. The fading of a memorial’s intended potency might be seen 
as the negative trace of human disregard or disdain, a change in social 
meaning writ passively on the memorial, which could be as difficult to 
hide as outright iconoclasm. For those pursuing the most recent turn in 
cultural geography, the problem would be to plumb the ineffable, to get at 

Thanks to Jacob Hellman, Seth Lunine, Richard Walker, Ceil Friedman, Victoria Teicher, 
Francesco Ceccarelli, Richard Tuttle, and Dana Arnold for their generous help with this 
essay.

	 1	The destruction of memorials is a topic in its own right. It provides an almost incidental 
sub-theme of Sergiusz Michalski’s Public Monuments: Art in Political Bondage, 1870–1997 
(London, 1998). See also Yvonne Wheelan, ‘The Construction of Destruction of a 
Colonial Landscape: Monuments to British Monarchs in Dublin before and after 
Independence’, Journal of Historical Geography 28:4 (2002), 508–33.
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object) fraught with complexity. Perhaps this is why ageing memorials have 
been dismissed as useless, extravagant, and wasteful, a form of urban clutter: 
pejoratives meant to disparage memorials for the odd, inverted existence 
they often live out.4 The Oakdale obelisk might be understood in these 
terms. Its flaking surface and decrepit, muddy base betrays the ruinous 
commemorative infrastructure. The patchy, improvised restoration veils 
this neglect only imperfectly, instead reminding us that we have forgotten 
to remember, and signalling a temporal, aesthetic, and commemorative 
rupture, if not a failure of civic culture (fig. 2). The new, clean  
industrial and recreational infrastructure provide the setting in which it 
moulders. This has not prevented the town from using its form suggestively 
	 4	See Andrew M. Shanken, ‘Planning Memory: The Rise of Living Memorials in the 

United States during World War II’, Art Bulletin 84 (March 2002), 130–47.

2  Oakdale, California: War Memorial
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