
 
 

Europe and the Centenary Commemorations 
 

An American traveling through Belgium, Northern France, or Italy would quickly notice the extent of World War I’s 
impact on Western Europe. Tourists are constantly reminded of the effect of its destruction and violence on local 
communities through the monuments and memorials erected in nearly every village. Indeed, World War I strongly 
impacted modern-day Europe, both in terms of significant territorial restructurings and of social trauma caused by 
the exorbitant number of lives that were lost. It is difficult to believe that, despite the presence of so many historical 
monuments, commemorations of what is known as the “Great War” have often been overshadowed by those related 
to the ensuring World War II. Thankfully, 2014-2018 Centenary commemorations have helped revitalize what had 
often been described as a part of Europe’s “erased memory,” and remind us that WWI helped shape our present 
image of the Old Continent. 
 
In general, commemorations play a significant role in the daily construction of political and social narratives. As 
societies begin what is commonly known as a “Work on Memory,” narratives can be used to either promote inclusion 
or division, depending on the political motives of each party. Just as social diversity in the United States makes a 
unique narrative of its domestic history impossible, Europe’s memory of WWI is composed of multiple and diverging 
collective memories, mainly due to the diverse nature of the continent and each nation’s perspective. This diversity 
has led to a wide variety of centennial commemorations of the Great War which, in turn, has rekindled debates on 
rather contentious subjects such as the exclusion of deserters’ names on memorials or the inefficiency of offensive 
strategies in the trenches. Additionally, the contemporary narrative of the futile human sacrifices for the sake of 
power-seeking empires often clashes with the narrative of the glorified, noble service and sacrifice of soldiers at the 
time, expressed through the shared memory of loved ones who died. 
 
While some nations such as France and Great Britain tend to lead a triumphalist approach in their commemorations, 
others such as Germany or former colonies do not lend similar importance to the Great War and tend to focus solely 
on the lessons learned, while other countries, such as Poland, barely commemorate it all. The modern state of Poland 
came into existence in 1918, at the end of World War I. Despite this contention and diversity, Europe has mostly 
experience inclusive, multilateral Centennial events in the form of wreath laying, marches, exhibits, and memorial 
vigils, and WWI is still considered a great success in inclusive commemorations between former rivaling nations. This 
Centennial has been used as a means to accentuate the necessity of collaboration between European nations, point at 
the danger of competing nationalisms, and improve relations with former colonies. 
 
Art has played an exceptionally important role in the WWI commemorations in Europe, where artists expressed their 
feelings through orchestral, cinematographic choral, pictorial, poetic masterpieces. The City Choir of Washington 
decided to depict the Great War through an unmistakably romantic perspective. [The November 11, 2018] concert is 
a perfect example of Great Britain’s tribute to triumph, and loss, service and sacrifice, death and destruction, which 
ultimately led to peace, reconciliation, and collaboration. The depictions of human and social suffering offers World 
War I a unique place in the various representations of memories and consciousness. As we listen to these 
interpretations, however, let us be reminded of the diversity in narratives across Europe, of the horror and loss 
experienced by all European and neighboring nations, regardless of which side they belonged to. 
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