
How we memorialize 
The Arts Section program, “How We Memorialize: the Art and Politics of Public 
Memorialization,” explored the definition of memorials, why societies erect them, and 
the controversies surrounding them. Kirk Savage (University of Pittsburgh) says societies 
erect memorials to “preserve or perpetuate a memory,” which is why “imperishable 
materials are used” in their creation. He focused on the memorials of Washington, D.C., 
which he calls the “heart of the memorials of the nation.” Savage is the author of articles 
and books, included in the session bibliography and available on the Arts Section Web 
site.  

His most recent book Monument Wars won the Smithsonian American Art Museum’s 
2010 Charles C. Elderedge Prize for Distinguished Scholarship in American Art. Savage 
talked about monuments as “communal ritual,” saying they have their “own agenda as 
self-promotion of a group’s ideas.” If the “monument manufactures its own aura,” then 
why can’t it be ephemeral rather than permanent?  

Savage’s presentation merged with that of speaker Davis Buckley. Davis Buckley 
Architects and Planners have designed numerous memorials, including the National Law 
Enforcement Officers Memorial and the National Japanese-American Memorial to 
Patriotism During World War II, which commemorates those Americans interned in 
camps in 1942. Buckley surveyed the Japanese-American community forming focus 
groups to hear their stories and to find out what a memorial meant to them. Part of the 
memorial process in Washington, D.C., is approval for the location and construction of 
the memorial. Buckley said, “a memorial is a negotiating process” and “you totally have 
to believe in it.” He was chosen to design the memorial because the Japanese-American 
community knew he would listen and be unbiased.  

The program had more than 50 attendees, going overtime with many questions. 
Following the program, which was generously supported by ArtStor, some attendees 
toured the Japanese partiotism memorial with Buckley.—Tara Spies Smith, Texas State 
University–San Marcos, Ts20@txstate.edu 

 


