
Activity: War and Remembrance: An Examination 
of Cemeteries and Collective Memory

Guiding question: 
How do cemeteries shape our collective remembrance of war and 
fallen heroes?

DEVELOPED BY SUZAN TURNER
Grade Level(s): 	 9-12
Subject(s): 	 Social Studies, English/Language Arts, Art 
Cemetery Connection:	 Luxembourg American Cemetery,  

Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery
Fallen Hero Connection:	 Private First Class Harvey Eugene Wilson, Jr.
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Overview
Using documents and photographs from the American 
Battle Monuments Commission, students will work in 
cooperative groups to examine design elements of American 
military cemeteries from World War I and World War II in 
order to ascertain their implied messages, to identify the 
differences in their messages, and to determine their role in 
how wars are remembered.  

Historical Context
After World War I, the American government realized the 
need to establish control over the commemoration of 
American armed forces’  fallen overseas. In 1923, the U.S. 
Congress passed legislation that established the American 
Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC), which created a 
protocol for the construction of monuments and memorial 
chapels in eight permanent military cemeteries. In 1934, 
the responsibility for management and maintenance of 
those cemeteries shifted from the War Department to the 
ABMC. After World War II, ABMC also assumed responsibility 
for the permanent interment of fallen service members 
whose families chose to have buried in an American military 
cemetery on foreign soil. Today, ABMC operates 26 American 
cemeteries that inter the remains of nearly 124,000 American 
war dead, including 30,973 from World War I and 92,958 from 
World War II. Over 94,000 American servicemen and women 
who were missing in action, lost, or buried at sea during 
World War I, World War II, the Korean War and the Vietnam 
War are commemorated on Tablets of the Missing at each 
cemetery.

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

•	 Analyze design characteristics of American military cemeteries overseas; and
•	 Articulate and support a reasoned response concerning the influence of cemetery 

design on collective remembrance of war and war dead.  

�People o�en overlook how 
place and design in�uence 
our collective memory of 
historical events. In fact, 
many factors shape our 

collective remembrance of 
the past. For instance, both 

the location and design 
of American military 
cemeteries in Europe 

following World War I 
and World War II had 

an intended purpose and 
aesthetic. �ese cemeteries 
o�er a signi�cant impact 
on collective memories of 
each war. By conducting 

a purposeful, guided 
examination of the design 

elements in these cemeteries, 
students can better 

understand their in�uence 
and di�erences in the 

messages they advance.� 
�Suzan Turner

Turner teaches at Nashua-Plain�eld  
High School in Nashua, Iowa.
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Chapel Exterior: Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery
Photograph, Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery Chapel, 2015
Wikimedia Commons
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Chapel Exterior: Luxembourg American Cemetery
Luxembourg American Cemetery Chapel Exterior and Inscription, 2019
American Battle Monuments Commission
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Chapel Exterior: Luxembourg American Cemetery con't
Panels on the exterior door at the Luxembourg American Cemetery Chapel 
American Battle Monuments Commission
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Chapel Altar: Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery
Photograph, Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery Chapel Altar, 2019
American Battle Monuments Commission
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Chapel Altar: Luxembourg American Cemetery
Photograph, Luxembourg American Cemetery Chapel Altar, 2019
American Battle Monuments Commission
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Chapel Interior Inscriptions: Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery
Photograph, Meuse-Argonne American Cemetery Chapel Altar, 1986
American Battle Monuments Commission

Inside the chapel on the wall above the 
right entryway is the inscription:  
THIS CHAPEL IS  ERECTED BY THE 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AS A 
SACRED RENDEZVOUS OF A GRATEFUL 
PEOPLE WITH ITS IMMORTAL DEAD.

On the arches over the door, apse  and 
windows are the following inscriptions: 
GOD HATH TAKEN THEM UNTO HIMSELF 
THEIR NAMES  WILL LIVE FOR EVERMORE  
PEACEFUL IS THEIR SLEEP IN GOD  
PERPETUAL LIGHT UPON THEM SHINES.
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Chapel Interior Inscriptions: Luxembourg American Cemetery
Photographs, Luxembourg American Cemetery Chapel
American Battle Monuments Commission

In the center of the mosaic ceiling is a dove, representing the Holy Spirit, on a background of clouds 
within a nimbus, held by four angels, from which emanates the sun's rays. At the feet of the angels 
is this running inscription encircling the ceiling: IN PROUD AND GRATEFUL MEMORY OF THOSE MEN 
OF THE ARMED SERVICES OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA WHO IN THIS REGION AND IN THE 
SKIES ABOVE IT ENDURED ALL AND GAVE ALL THAT JUSTICE AMONG NATIONS MIGHT PREVAIL AND 
THAT MANKIND MIGHT ENJOY FREEDOM AND INHERIT PEACE

Above the door inside the chapel is the inscription: SOME THERE BE WHICH HAVE NO SEPULCHRE  
THEIR NAME LIVETH FOREVERMORE

On the west wall left of the entrance is the inscription: GRANT US GRACE FEARLESSLY TO CONTEND 
AGAINST EVIL AND TO MAKE NO PEACE WITH OPPRESSION

On the east wall to the right of the entrance is the inscription: TAKE UNTO THYSELF O LORD THE 
SOULS OF THE VALOROUS THAT THEY MAY DWELL IN THY GLORY  
















