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Introduction. 

No one really knows how old the tradition of building monuments to commemorate the dead is for 

sure. It seems likely that one of the reasons for erecting the very earliest megaliths or standing 

stones in this country may have something to do with remembering the dead or the battles which 

were fought. By Roman times, it was certainly the case that monuments commemorating victories in 

battle by the Roman army were being constructed – though beyond displaying the might of the 

Roman empire, we can never really know how they were used for remembrance. 

 

100 years ago this year, the First World War began, ending with the signing of the armistice four 

years later on 11th November 1918.  Although Britain had been at war many times before and 

although it had erected public monuments and memorials in order to remember those who lost 

their lives, the scale of the First World War meant that every city, town and village in England was 

affected. 

 

Communities all over the country tried to come to terms with the devastating effects of the conflict 

and sought ways to mourn those who lost their lives and give thanks for their sacrifice. This grief and 

pride found a practical expression in the creation of a huge number of war memorials. 

 

In the years immediately following the war, monuments, plaques, cemeteries and buildings were 

designed and built to commemorate the dead and give a focus for the grief of the living. 

 

Why look at war memorials? 
 

In the contemporary landscape of Britain, war memorials are the most numerous and widespread of 

all public monuments. Almost every town, city and village in England has at least one and in London, 

there are hundreds. The Imperial War Museum Archives estimate that there are over 100,000 

memorials across the UK.  From crosses made of local stone in small villages, to architect-designed 

national monuments, our war memorials are important sites of memory and remembrance and a 

unique part of our built heritage.  

 

More than just a cross 

 

Although war memorials are sometimes thought of as just the memorial structures they often 

include landscape features which form part of the commemorative purpose and sentiment. These 

range from small areas of paving with railings and flower beds surrounding the structures, to avenues 

of memorial trees, gardens of remembrance and dedicated playing fields. In the context of this 

document all such features or settings are considered to be memorial landscapes. 

 

An architectural and artistic statement 

 

Whilst all war memorials are significant a judgement can be reasonably be made on the quality of the 

artistic response to the events or people being commemorated. The response of the architect or 

artist in conveying the sense of loss or grief can be an important part of our individual or collective 

response to memorials.  

 



 

Aims of this booklet – For Branch leaders 

 

This booklet is designed for you to give a structured approach to delivering information and ensuring 

that your group progresses in their knowledge of war memorials. 

 

The booklet is divided into three sections, each with activities to fit the learning intentions. You can 

choose how to deliver the activities in this booklet, depending on age group, location, materials, 

weather and your own prior knowledge. 

 

These activities have been designed to start by focusing on the memorials in detail and then 

progressively broaden the scope to place them in a wide variety of contexts. Much of the 

methodology here employed is that employed by buildings archaeologists. Data-gathering and 

recording, analysis of findings and assessment to place the structure in its wider historic context in 

order to understand better, what it has to tell us about those who built it and how they used it. 

Also, included are activities designed to understand the artistic and design impulses behind the 

design of memorials These issues are now with us again as we commemorate centenary of the First 

World War and war memorials are an increasingly vital, visible link to education about these issues. 

It is hoped that through these activities, members will engage and learn about these significant 

structures. 

 

Extra resources for group leaders 

 

Apart from the superb resources on the War Memorials Trust website there are a range of other 

resources that could provide assistance in researching your memorial ahead of engaging with the 

activities provided herein. 

 

The UNIWM is the national inventory for all war memorials and there are over 60,000 recorded in 

detail. 

 
http://www.ukniwm.org.uk/ 

 

Many war memorials, though not all, are listed buildings and therefore, information on them can be 

found on the English Heritage National List, the search function for which can be found here 

 

http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/professional/protection/process/national-heritage-list-for-england/ 

 

Also: Local Authority websites usually contain information about your local memorial 

 

 

  
 

When architect Edwin Lutyens designed 

the Cenotaph in Whitehall in 1919, it was 

made of wood and only supposed to be 

temporary. Such was the enormous 

public reaction and response to his 

simple, powerful monument that he was 

asked by the government to make his 

design permanent and in stone. It is now 

the focus for the annual Remembrance 

Day parade on November 11th. 

 
Left: A postcard from mid-1950’s showing the 

Cenotaph 

 

http://www.ukniwm.org.uk/
http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/professional/protection/process/national-heritage-list-for-england/
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Section 1 - Looking at War Memorials  

Objective - The intention of this section is to introduce the members to war memorials, to 

understand some basic facts about them and to gather basic information about them.  

Activity 1 Basic observation  

How Long?- 15mins 

What will they need? Pencil and paper 

 

We are going to look at our war memorial to find out some basic facts 

 

Split members into pairs or small groups and task each one with finding the following sets of 

information – perhaps with a time limit. 

 

 Inscribed dates – If there are multiple dates, remember to record them all 

 Names – If there a few or it is a small memorial, perhaps they could all be written down, otherwise, how  

many and how are they arranged? 

 Inscriptions, names of battles, quotes etc – Is there a dedication, perhaps a plaque recording 

who erected the memorial, or designed it. 

 Interesting shapes, sculpture –what is the shape of the memorial, this is best described in 

words and pictures. 

 

This is the first step in building up a picture of the significance of the memorial and observation and 

recording are the fundamental tools by which we build knowledge and therefore understanding. 

 

Activity 2 Designing a War Memorial observation sheet 

How long? 20 mins 

What do we need? Pencils, paper, pens, rulers 

 

The intention of this exercise is to get members to think about how we record data and what might 

be important beyond the basic information we have already gathered.  Using the same small groups, 

perhaps with different ages represented in each group, have them draw up a sheet to record 

information about the memorial, filling in what they already know and making new categories for 

information which they don’t. 

 

This could be in any form –the more creative the better and could include spaces for words, 

pictures, photographs and maps. Whilst the information they gather and how they record it are part 

of the exercise and therefore open to interpretation, leaders could prompt with the following 

questions :- 

 

 

1. What kind of war memorial is it, is it a plaque on the wall, a free standing structure a building or 

some other kind of memorial – how would you describe it? Use your own words 

2. Where is the war memorial situated? Is it in its own space, raised on a platform or in a prominent 

location? 

3. What is the extent of the memorial – is it a free-standing structure or is it part of the landscape? 

Does it have paving, planting, walls or flower beds around it? 

4. What kind of design is it? Is it a simple cross, like the one above, or is it another shape, if so what? 

 

5. What is its materiality? This means, what is it made of? It is stone, or brick or a mixture of different 

materials? Break them down and list the various parts of the memorial and the materials that it is 

constructed of. 

 



6. Who is being remembered? Some war memorials are dedicated to specific groups of people whilst 

others may be dedicated to a particular battle or even an individual person. 

 

7. What information does it convey? Most memorials are inscribed with names and dates, others 

contain quotes or longer sentences written to help us remember and reflect on the war and the 

people who lost their lives in it. 

 

8. Dates: What dates are on the memorial? Very often the dates of the Second World War were 

simply added to the existing memorials that were built for the First World War, is that the case 

here? 

 

9. Having gathered this information, ask the groups to come up with a short descriptive passage of 

100 words or so, accompanied by pictures that gives the basic history and appearance of the 

structure. An example is provided below. 

 

 

Example: The West Hill War Memorial 

The West Hill War memorial is in the form of a cross, it is dedicated to the men of the village of 

West Hill and is inscribed with the dates of both world wars, 1914-18  and 1939-4, this information 

is recorded on raised, lead lettering set directly onto the stone. It is made of grey granite and is 

placed on the top of a square plinth of granite that sits atop 2 granite steps. The granite is roughly 

cut. Around the memorial there is a low granite kerb which forms a low trough and this is filled with 

white pebbles. The memorial is surrounded by a triangle of grass and at each corner of the triangle, 

there are boulders. 

 

Picture: 

 
The West Hill War Memorial 

 

 

 



Activity 3 – Photographic Recording and Drawing the Memorial 

 

As part of filling in the information sheet, members could collect visual information in a number of 

ways. This will help to form an impression of the work undertaken to construct the memorial, bring 

them into contact with the materials they are constructed of and help them to understand how 

perceptions of the structure are altered by the ways in which we record them.  

 

Part  A Photographic Recording 

How long? 30-45 mins 

What will I need? Pad with Pen or Pencil and a camera, (this could be on a phone), 

compass. 

 

For the purposes of recording, photography can help to give us the most complete record of the 

site at any given time and can provide a lasting accessible document of the memorial, it’s context and 

it’s condition. 

 

Members can find their own methodology  for the photographic recording, but here are some points 

to remember. 

 

- It helps to draw the memorial on a piece of paper and give it a compass point – this will help you when 

it comes to naming the views ie, West Hill War Memorial from the SE or West Hill War Memorial 

from the North 

- Drawing up a plan of the shots you need will help to make sure you don’t miss anything out. For 

example, you could decide to take pictures of the memorial close up and then work out, or the other 

way, following the angles of the compass – if your memorial cannot be viewed in 360 degrees, you 

could perhaps draw those angle you cannot see from, to complete the 360 degree view. 

 

  
West Hill War Memorial - view from School Lane from the North  

 

       West Hill War Memorial - view from West Hill Road from the East 



Part B - Drawing and Sketching the Memorial 

How Long? 1 hour 

What will we need? Drawing pens, pencils or paints and drawing paper 

 

Another important  kind of recording is drawing or painting the memorial and for this, 

leaders could give different mediums to each member to draw with ie, paints, pencil, ink, 

crayons etc. This will introduce them to the most common forms of memorial and get them 

to start thinking about the design process and what messages are conveyed by the styles 

employed. 

 

Below, we have provided simple drawings of the most common forms of war memorial 

design for the members to copy or take inspiration from. 

 

                                                    

                            Obelisk                                                  Plinth and Statue 

----------------------------------------------------       -------------------------------------------------------- 

----------------------------------------------------       -------------------------------------------------------- 

                                                            

  Christian cross with sword                                 Celtic or ‘wheel cross’ 

-----------------------------------------                           ---------------------------------------------- 

-----------------------------------------                          ----------------------------------------------- 



                                                 

Cross with Crucifix and Cover         Lychgate  

------------------------------------------                        ------------------------------------------------ 

------------------------------------------          ------------------------------------------------ 

 

 

Memorial Plaque 

------------------------------------ 

------------------------------------ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 2 - The Archaeology of War Memorials 

 

All Historic buildings and structures are essential components of our everyday surroundings. They 

are part of the familiar and cherished local scene and relate to our local, regional and national 

history directly. They are visible reminders of the fact that all communities and cities in the UK were 

affected by the events of both world wars. 

 

Archaeological values are founded on knowledge and understanding of the site or structure being 

investigated and what that tells us about the human use of the site in the past. War memorials, far 

from being static features in the landscape are very much part of the wider fabric of our rural and 

urban landscapes. For the reasons we have uncovered in the course of our investigations, memorials 

were designed to be visited and used. This was very often a major factor in the design, especially for 

large, public memorials, Now in the centenary, these structures, all over the country will again be 

the focus for acts of remembrance and commemoration. 

 

 

 

Activity 1 Mapping a memorial 

How Long? 45 mins 

What will we need? OS map of the area, acetate, permanent markers or various 

colours 

 

The way in which all memorials were originally sited, was by considering a number of factors and the 

drawing up of a plan.  

 

In this exercise members can use existing maps and overlaid clear acetate come up with their own 

plan form of the surrounding area, putting the memorial at the centre of their map and using colours 

to delineate landscape, trees, buildings, roads and the memorial itself. This will help to understand 

the memorial as part of the wider historic landscape.  

 

This could be done altogether or smaller groups. If done in smaller groups comparisons cold be 

made of the plans. 

 

Discussion points -  

- Where is the war memorial sited? 

- What is nearby? 

- Is it part of another building or structure, perhaps a church? 

- How close is it to other structures 

- Is it clear what is public and private space 

- Are there clearly marked areas on your colour-coded maps  

 

Once you have mapped the memorial, a group discussion could take place about how the memorial is used 

and how people interact with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 3 - The Art of War Memorials  

 

Objective: To introduce the idea that the act of commemoration was and still is approached in a number of 

ways according to who is constructing the memorial and why and indeed, the era in which it was constructed. 

Like any structure memorials can tell us a great deal, not just about what they commemorating, but how they 

are commemorating it. We conclude this section by bringing these elements together to design our own 

WWI Memorial. 

 

This section is also designed to reinforce the idea that War Memorials are unique kinds of structures and to 

understand what they are, it is worth considering what they are not. They are not graves, public art, 

architecture, street furniture or buildings and they can incorporate a range of different designed artistic and 

design disciplines. The overriding objective of this section is have a more critical understanding of reading a 

war memorial – or indeed, any structure or building. 

 

This section is designed to make members look more carefully and critically at the war 

memorial in question and to look beyond and indeed build upon the things we have 

already uncovered through the work in Session 1. 

 

Note to Leaders – It is likely that there are a number of memorials in your area and if 

possible, it might be worth considering visiting more than one to give members the 

opportunity to compare different approaches to the design of memorials. 

 

Many memorials a amalgamations of a number of different elements, and so the creative skills 

required to design and construct them are many and include -  

 

1. Architecture 

2. Design 

3. Landscaping and planting 

4. Art and Sculpture 

5. Typography and letter-cutting 

6. Stone masonry and carving 

7. Metalwork 

 

Activity 1 -The Designed Elements of Memorials 

How long? 30 mins 

What will we need ? Whiteboard or Blackboard to record ideas 

 

This exercise is designed to get members thinking about the designed elements of war memorials and how 

successful design, whether that be sculpture, architectural elements or overt symbolism can convey the 

messages about what is being commemorated. This could be a group exercise or one done with everyone 

participating. 

 

Showing them pictures of a wide range of memorials, like the ones below will spark a discussion about how 

the various artistic elements contribute to the overall view of the memorial and the issues to consider could 

be -  

 

1. How does the memorial reflect what is being commemorated – are there any visual references to 

the war, or does it convey a message through symbols – if so, what do these symbols mean? 

2. How has the memorial designer framed the information on the memorial, is the plaque in an 

important place and how does the information relate to the rest of the structure 

3. How do you think the memorial designer has conveyed the message that this IS a war  

memorial – is it quite clear that this what it is and if so why? 

4. Do you think the memorial is successful at conveying those messages and if so, why? 

5. Is there anything that you do not like about the design 



 

 

Carnoustie War Memorial, Scotland 

This memorial uses landscape, architecture, sculpture and planting and has been designed to be walked 

through as part of the park in which it is situated 

Placed at the top of an incline to maximise its power and impact, it is also loaded with architectural 

symbolism that conveys the sombre task it was built for. 

 

                         
 

Royal Artillery Memorial, London 1925 – with statues by Charles Jagger 

 

This memorial relies on superb artwork  in the form of sculptures and freezes and powerful architectonic 

form to convey the tragic and sombre nature of WWI. One of the sculptures was controversial as it depicted 

a dead artillery man underneath his cloak.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
As we’ve discovered, war memorials were constructed in a wide variety of different types. Many of 

them have design features or symbols that are more widely used to convey certain messages or 

collective beliefs. 

 

Although war memorials can differ in terms of their main design type, there are many common 

design features or images that are often used on memorials. Some of these are outlined below. A 

wreath is often carved or painted onto a memorial plaque or monument. This is a traditional symbol 

of commemoration, symbolising ongoing life. Laurel wreaths are also a traditional symbol of victory. 

Another commonly used image on many larger monuments is a carved soldier with arms reversed. 

This is a traditional symbol of mourning or respect. Many memorials also feature an ‘eternal light’ or 

patriotic symbols such as flags 

 

Commons symbols include 

- Crosses 

- Wreaths 

- Tombs 

- Swords 

- Weaponry 

Elements of classical architecture, obelisks, pediments, columns, entablatures, friezes  

 

How do these differ and what do they tell us about how the designers have approached 

the design of the memorial. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To do this, asking members to come up with the criteria that they would use to design there 

own memorial is one way 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why do memorials look the way they do? 

The range of artistic responses to the sad but necessary task of designing suitable memorials to the 

fallen was vast. In the immediate aftermath of the First World War some of the country’s finest 

architects undertook commissions, both here and abroad. In the UK, the majority of war memorials 

were rather conservative and reflected the deeply held Christian values of most of the population, 

so there are a great many crosses and other, overtly religious symbols incorporated into the designs. 

Despite a few modern designs that were influenced by the European avant-garde, most memorials 

built in the aftermath of the Great War looked, in one way or another, to the classical language of 

architecture to convey the messages. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N.B For more advanced or older groups, a discussion of exactly why classical 

architecture, in particular, might be particularly suited to the design of war 

memorials. 

Consider 

- What we mean by classical architecture 
- Why this architectural style might convey the kinds of messages that are suited to 

the design of memorials 

 

Mexborough War Memorial, Yorkshire, incorporates a number of classical elements.  

Perhaps come up with terms that we might associate 
with the style 

- Permanence 
- Solidity 
- Austerity 
- Symmetry 
- Victorious 
- Historical 
- Democratic 
- Elegance 
-  



Activity 2 - Design your own War Memorial 

How long? 1.5 hours 

What will we need? Up to you, groups could design there memorials in a range of media, 

plasticine, cardboard, paper, Fimo, straws and glue or even wood or fabric 

 

The objective of this activity is to employ all the information we have gathered from the previous 

activities to design our own memorial. Splitting into smaller groups perhaps armed with different 

materials, get the members to design their own memorial, either as a design drawing to make the 

real thing or as a 3D model.  

 

The group leader could choose a particular event or specific person to commemorate 

 

This is a potentially sensitive  issue so care should be taken to explain the educative reasoning 

behind the project. 

 

 

Things to consider - 

 

- Where are you going to locate your memorial? 

- What shape is it going to be? 

- What materials will it be made of? 

- Are you going to use symbols? 

- What style will it be? 

- Will it have artwork or sculpture? 

- Will it be designed as part of the landscape? 

- Will it be a public memorial or a private one? 

 

In short presentations the groups can then present their memorials to the other branch members, 

giving reasons for their choices with a specific focus on materials and use of art, architecture and 

symbols. 

 

For extra resources on this project, the War Memorials Trust have an education 

factsheet and Powerpoint –this can be found  

 

http://www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org/download/pub/2074.8/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org/download/pub/2074.8/


 

 

Extra Activity  - War Memorial Wordsearch 

 

 



Extra Activity  

Glossary of war memorial related terms for learning and testing 

• Commemorate – recall and show respect for someone or something. 

• Conservation – the act of restoring something and protecting it from decay and 

neglect 

• Memorial - a statue or structure established to remind people of a person or event 

• Commission – a role or piece of work ordered or instructed to a person or group  

• Classical – (in architecture) inspired by the Greeks or Romans 

• Architectural – of the design and structure of buildings 

• Structural – the way in which a building is constructed, the structure of something. 

• Material – what something is made of   

• Celtic Cross – a latin symbol containing a cross with a ring surrounding the central 

intersection.  

• Centenary – The hundredth anniversary of a particular event 

• Remembrance – The act of remembering. Each year, the UK sets aside a Sunday for 

national commemoration for the fallen UK soldiers of all historical and current 

conflict. This day is always the Sunday closest to November 11th and is called 

Remembrance Sunday or Remembrance Day. 

• Monument – a statue or structure erected to commemorate a person or event 

• The Great War – Another, common name for WWI or The First World War. 

• Poppy – Every year, the Royal British Legion sell paper poppies to support soldiers 

who have survived conflict but need financial help. The significance of the poppy 

relates to the fields of the First World War battlefields where poppies grew after 

the battles.  
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