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Places and Spaces of Contested Identity in the Memorials and Monuments of Paris 

Abstracts 

Paris claims to stand for the whole of France, and sometimes the whole Francophone world. 

A heavy responsibility therefore lies upon it to represent Francophone identity in the best 

possible way. Through looking at ways of remembering and memorialising events in French 

history, we can see the extent to which this is, and has been, successful over time. This article 

analyses a selection of Parisian monuments and sites of memory through a framework of 

memory studies and cultural memory, notably Pierre Nora and the postcolonial critique of his 

work, to investigate the ways in which Francophone identity is manifested and contested in 

the capital city. The article presents and assesses the Catacombs, the Panthéon, the Mémorial 

des Martyrs de la Déportation, the Mémorial national de la guerre d’Algérie et des combats 

du Maroc et de la Tunisie, and the Place de la République, France’s longest-standing living 

memorial, to examine the expression of transnational or multifaceted Francophone identity, 

and the politics of memory through monuments and memorials. 

La ville de Paris se veut représenter toute la France, voire le monde francophone entier. Elle 

retient donc une lourde responsabilité en ce qui concerne la meilleure représentation de 

l’identité francophone. À travers l’étude des modes du souvenir et de la commémoration des 

événements marquants de l’histoire française, on voit jusqu’à quel point cette représentation a 

été une réussite dans le temps. Cet article fait l’analyse d’une sélection de monuments et de 

lieux de mémoire parisiens à travers d’un cadre méthodologique des études mémorielles et de 

la mémoire culturelle, en particulier le travail de Pierre Nora, pour examiner les façons dont 

l’identité francophone se manifeste et se conteste dans la capitale. L’article propose une 

présentation et évaluation des Catacombes, le Panthéon, le Mémorial des Martyrs de la 

Déportation, le Mémorial national de la guerre d’Algérie et des combats du Maroc et de la 



Tunisie, et la Place de la République, le mémorial vivant de plus longue date de la France, 

afin d’examiner l’expression de l’identité francophone transnationale et protéiforme, et la 

politique mémorielle à travers les monuments. 
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Places and Spaces of Contested Identity in the Memorials and Monuments of Paris 

In the wake of the horror of the 2015 Paris terror attacks, the viral slogan #jesuisCharlie came 

to symbolise the coming together of all those in solidarity against global terror. On closer 

inspection, however, the phrase’s more nuanced understanding draws closer to the ‘français 

d’abord’ espoused by le Front national than intended. France displays a tendency to promote 

inclusiveness, providing Frenchness is the overriding identity marker, with qualifiers such as 

race and religion taking a background role. It is no surprise that compound markers that 

combine race and nationality (e.g. afro-american) have not taken a fully functioning place in 

the French language. This naturally leads to tension in the representation of identity on 

French soil, as Macron’s well-meaning but politically charged promise for a ‘French 

Renaissance’ in 2018 provided us with an ambiguous and timely reminder; this ‘French 

Renaissance’ was promised in a ‘spirit of conquest’ that risked glorifying France’s colonial 

past (Elysée 2017: n.pag.). 

Nowhere is the flattening of identity markers so strong than in Paris, despite its 

multicultural nature, and nowhere is it so displayed than in its monuments and memorials. 

These monuments have come to be tourist attractions, thus considered as representative of the 

national narrative, and this is particularly so given Paris’s claim to stand for all of France - 

most obviously, through its designated regional name of ‘Île-de-France’, and more subtly, 

through the centralisation of key organisations such as publishing houses in the capital. Many 

monuments have also been designated ‘lieux de mémoire’,
i
  sealing an extra level of authority 

through their inclusion in official French cultural memory structures. The plethora of Parisian 

sites of public remembrance nonetheless provides spaces to express and contest differing 

notions of identity, opening up a complex politics of memory in the capital. 

Through an exploration of a selection of Parisian memorials, monuments and museums, 

this article will critique the ways transnational or multifaceted identity is able to be 



expressed, the extent to which it is erased or reduced under the dominance of Frenchness, and 

the resulting implications for the development of Francophone cultural memory. The article 

will analyse the transmission and performance of French cultural values through memorials 

and remembrance, assessing the interrelation of competing facets of identity – within a 

current of preoccupation with the presentation of death – to consider the enduring appeal of 

the Parisian memoryscape in a globalised world. 

The analysis will cover the Catacombs, the Panthéon, the Mémorial des Martyrs de la 

Déportation, the Mémorial national de la guerre d’Algérie et des combats du Maroc et de la 

Tunisie, and the Place de la République, one of France’s longest-standing living memorials at 

the time of writing. For the purposes of this article, a living memorial is a location or 

monument where people gather and/or leave notes, flowers and other items in memory of or 

in protest against tragic events and losses.
ii
 These memorials (in terms of the collections of 

objects) are ephemeral in nature, but, particularly in the case of Place de la République, the 

sites themselves can become imbued with traces of memory, becoming new memorials in 

their own right. 

The notion of lieux de mémoire stems from Pierre Nora’s project and publications of 

the same name (1984-1992). The project, a series of seminars around cultural memory and a 

resulting significant seven-volume publication, took place in the 1980s and 90s, at the 

moment of a French cultural turn, a change in attitudes towards the recording of history (and 

the development of ‘cultural history’) (see Hazareesingh 2016). Lieux de mémoire were 

designated such by Nora and his team; Nora defined the term as ‘any significant entity, 

whether material or non-material in nature, which by dint of human will or the work of time 

has become a symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any community’ (Nora 1996: 

xvii). This concept has since been co-opted by the French state, predominantly to designate 

memorial sites relating to the two World Wars. This relationship creates a sense of a series of 



government sanctioned or ‘official’ sites of memory and resulting shaping of historical 

narratives.  

Capitalising on the commodification and marketing of lieux de mémoire, since 2005 a 

Petit futé guide (similar to the Anglophone Lonely Planet series) has been published and 

regularly updated, offering a tourist guide to these lieux de mémoire by region (cf. Auzias and 

Labourdette 2020). The concept of the lieux de mémoire as of interest to the official national 

tourism industry - sometimes verging on dark tourism - has taken to the online forum, most 

notably through the French government website Chemins de Mémoire,
iii

 and its subsection 

‘Tourisme de mémoire’. The page capitalises on Nora’s sites of memory, although it does not 

explicitly state that this is the case, and provides a space for collective memory, as well as 

illustrating Nora’s theory that ‘there is no spontaneous memory [...] we must deliberately 

create archives [...] because such activities no longer occur naturally’ (1989: 12). The website 

notably has a section dedicated to necropolises, presenting a theme of death associated with 

national identity, with an added twist of colonial history in that many of the non-metropolitan 

sites are French military cemeteries in current and former French territories. Despite this, the 

website remains very focused on the mainland, associating the notion of conflict with that of 

collective memory in a way that attempts to unite people through memory but inevitably side-

lines the importance of (post)colonialism and the former colonies in the history of the French 

nation. 

Nora’s project has come under strong criticism from postcolonial scholars, notably for 

its glorification of the history of France to the extent that it erases the crucial role of 

colonisation and decolonisation in the construction of the modern Republic. In their 

Postcolonial Realms of Memory (2020), Etienne Achille, Charles Forsdick and Lydie 

Moudileno propose a ‘sustained and collective intervention’ in response to Nora’s project, 

underlining that, ‘despite its continued paradigmatic relevance’, the work ‘impl[ies] not only 



an exclusively republican and “Hexagonal” conception of history but also a classic, if not 

narrow, perception of national memory’, at best downplaying, at worst erasing, the 

heterogeneity of the contemporary notion of ‘Frenchness’ (Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno 

2020: 1; 4; 6). It is from a springboard of the ongoing pertinence of Nora through the lens of 

critique of his work, namely postcolonial, that this article aims to analyse its selection of 

monuments, situating them in the Parisian memoryscape while challenging the perception of 

the narratives that they offer. 

Parisian monuments have been chosen because of the capital’s inevitable dominance in 

the French historical memoryscape, for the role of tourism in this city and its resulting impact 

on the international image of France, and finally because of the centrality of politics to the 

capital and the image it (wittingly or unwittingly) presents. The post-revolutionary period has 

come to represent the identity of the modern Republic, and because Nora identifies the 

Revolution of 1789 as the point at which a break occurred with the past, a ‘tearing’ of 

memory that led to the existence of lieux de mémoire (see Nora 1989: 7). The article’s 

monuments have thus been selected to offer sites from the Revolutionary period to the 

present, across memorials, monuments, and museums, both official and unofficial, and which 

interact with a range of racial, religious and gendered identities at stake.
iv

 They are varyingly 

accessible (physically and economically), and highlight the fluctuating politics of 

memorialisation in the capital. Of the six chosen monuments, only the Panthéon is included 

in Nora’s text; it also occurs in the Petit futé 2020 guide, but notably is absent from the site 

Chemins de Mémoire. The Mémorial des Martyrs de la Déportation and the Mémorial 

national de la guerre d’Algérie et des combats du Maroc et de la Tunisie are included on 

Chemins de Mémoire and in the Petit futé guide. The Catacombs, Musée du Quai Branly and 

Place de la République feature in none of these sources. Thus in addition to the identities at 

stake, material and immaterial presence, location, price of entry, and relationship with 



tourism of these monuments, museums and memorials will form the backbone of the article’s 

analysis. 

‘Arrête! C’est ici l’empire de la mort’ 

The Catacombs, established in 1738, are a historical mass grave, an amalgamation of 

over six million of the dead of Paris, moved underground to save space and improve hygiene. 

They were created in the former mine tunnels that ran under the streets of the capital, and 

were originally disorganised, coming into their current state when Louis-Etienne Héricart de 

Thury arranged renovations that led to the structured layout of the bones that we see today. 

The modern-day ossuary tour offers a 1.5km one-way walk between avenue du Colonel Henri 

Rol-Tanguy and avenue René-Coty (14
th

 arrondissement). Entry costs up to 14€ per person, is 

not accessible to those with reduced mobility, and is marketed as ‘anxiogène’ to ward off a 

range of other visitors (Les Catacombes de Paris: n.pag.).  

From their beginnings the Catacombs were a place of curiosity, engaging with 

humanity’s fascination with death and touching on now familiar elements of grief tourism. 

Indeed, an inscription of ‘Stop, here lies the empire of death!’ was added to increase the 

morbid appeal of the location. The site has long been open to the public as a museum and 

tourist attraction, but gained controversial status in 2015 when Airbnb rented part of the 

bone-lined tomb in a Halloween themed marketing ploy. The act was received with 

indignation by the Parisian right wing, who marked a line (albeit a fine one) between the 

display as part of a telling of the history of the city, and Airbnb’s use as the final straw in 

consumer culture, citing article 16-1-1 of the Civil Code that demands that respect for the 

human body not end at death (see e.g. Quinault-Maupoil 2015). This was not the first 

objection to the use of the site as a tourist attraction; for example, the Catacombs were closed 

for a period in the nineteenth century due to religious opposition to death tourism. The Comte 

de Rambuteau, prefect of the Seine, justified the closure because ‘[t]here is something 



profane about exposing these masses of bones, arranged with such inappropriate symmetry, 

to public view’ (cited in Legacey 2017: 533). Despite the fact that these bones have been 

anonymised in the completely disorganised and unceremonious fashion in which they were 

originally dumped, and later composed not by bodily layout or even by individual but by 

aesthetics and patterns of symmetry, the whole arrangement somehow still manages to be 

categorised under historic status, the objection to the aesthetic element having been accepted 

as part of its narrative. This ‘dark’ tourism may be disapproved of in many circles, but its 

popularity as a form of entertainment has a long history. 

The Catacombs’ conversion into a tourist attraction was established by Napoléon, who 

believed that ‘men are only great through the monuments they leave behind them’ (cited in 

Walks of Italy 2017: n.pag.). Through doing so, he paradoxically made famous these highly 

anonymised bones. Despite the fact that no great effort has been made to identify or catalogue 

the individual identities of the remains, rumours abound for famous faces (or skulls) to be 

found beneath the streets of Paris. For example, the Catacombs are rumoured to house the 

remains of Jean de la Fontaine, Charles Perrault, Simon Vouet, and Salomon de Brosse 

(McCarthy 2013: n.pag.). We are able to piece together some more concrete information if 

we examine the history of the contributing cemeteries. The main contributors were Les 

Innocents, Saint-Étienne-des-Grès, Notre-Dame-des-Blancs-Manteaux, Cimetière des 

Errancis and Cimetière de la Madeleine, and the latter two were the locations used for burial 

of those guillotined during the Revolution. With the inclusion of key Revolutionary figures 

such as Marat and Robespierre, and with the French Revolution being in itself the 

cornerstone of the French Republic, it is easy to see how the success of this mythology of the 

underground burial ground has been built into French (republican) identity. Nora writes that 

Our interest in lieux de mémoire, where memory crystallizes and secretes itself has 

occurred at a particular historical moment, a turning point where consciousness of a 



break with the past is bound up with the sense that memory has been torn-but torn in 

such a way as to pose the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where 

a sense of historical continuity persists (Nora 1989: 7) 

Given that the Catacombs may also be the final resting place for the sister of Louis XVI and 

Louis XVIII, representative of the monarchy that the Revolution sought to replace, the site 

sits uneasily with Nora’s notion of the tearing of memory, but nonetheless highlights the 

‘sense of historical continuity’ that Nora outlines (and indeed contains many older bones than 

these). Importantly, they were ‘instrumental in helping the population process and resolve the 

dislocation of the Revolution’ (Legacey 2017: 509). It is notable that the Catacombs are not 

officially considered a site of memory, and are omitted from Chemins de Mémoire and the 

Petit futé. Nevertheless, they represent a key moment in French history where the 

consumption of death, itself intrinsically linked to memory, took on a performative role. 

What is notable about the Catacombs, then, is their placement as between memory and 

history. This is precisely where Nora locates the notion of the lieu de mémoire, as he lays out 

in his eponymous article ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’ (1989). As 

far as the representation of these remains goes, for French tourism, the Catacombs are about 

history – a macabre piece of history on the pivotal point of the modern nation – but they do 

not particularly foreground memory in the 21
st
 century. Nonetheless, the way the site calls 

upon aspects of national, shared identity pushes the monument into the realm of cultural 

memory, and thus the memoryscape of the city becomes that of the nation, and in turn comes 

back round to the individual. The way individual narratives - famous heads from the 

Revolution - are intertwined with the overarching anonymity of the bones included in this 

underground ossuary sets up an ambiguous politics of public remembrance, particularly when 

we add the element of aestheticisation of human remains, much contested by the religious 

and the political Right. Their current status, then, reflects Nora’s statement that 



[the] conquest and eradication of memory by history has had the effect of a revelation, 

as if an ancient bond of identity had been broken and something had ended that we had 

experienced as self-evident – the equation of memory and history. (Nora 1989: 8) 

Through the tension between the treatment of the ‘spooky’ appeal of this mass grave as 

marketing ploy versus the inviolable rights of the individual in death we can posit the former 

aspect as leaning on history, through the evocation of the Revolution and its consequences 

(particularly through skulls impression of decapitation, whether the cause of death or not) and 

the latter on memory, through the linking of respect for the dead with grief for their passing.  

Erin-Marie Legacey writes that ‘In the first two decades of their operation, the 

Catacombs emerged as an unexpectedly inclusive place where Parisians of all ideological 

stripes could air their anxieties about the present and their hopes for the future.’ (2017: 510) 

Because of the way that the Catacombs unite the dead from all walks of life, from royalty to 

peasants, and particularly because of the way they were anonymised in the process, ‘the most 

provocative and defining feature of the Catacombs had always been their ability to collapse 

many into one and to quietly support a wide range of ideological positions’ (Legacey 2017: 

533). The anonymity raises a tension within modern France between promoting an 

ambiguous heterogeneity of identity – essentially, through not knowing, we presume variety 

– and an erasure of specific identities, through this obscuring of class, gender and racial 

considerations of the Revolution (and in so doing, perpetuates the assumption of the (dead) 

Parisian as famous, white, and male). Our first monument, then, foregrounds the politics of 

memory through its very literal embodiment of the memory of politics, specifically the 

Revolution, the event that triggered politics as we know it today, in France and beyond.  

The site acts as a leveller of identities through anonymity and ambiguity, but is 

neglected in current debates on French cultural memory. Their location does not help; they 

are neither fully central to the city nor particularly close to other ‘blockbuster’ sites, and their 



inaccessibility on physical or psychological grounds erases access as it erases the identities of 

those buried. 

Zazie in the Métro, but not the Panthéon 

Joining the ranks of the historical displaying of the dead, this time not as visible 

skeletons but within (often empty) tombs and monuments, is the Panthéon. Originally 

designed as a church, by Jean-Jacques Soufflot, its construction began in 1758; it was 

transformed into a mausoleum in 1791 in the wake of the Revolution. The monument is 

located in the student quarter (5
th

 arrondissement), costs up to 11.5€ per person, and is not 

accessible to those with reduced mobility. Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno, themselves 

evoking Mona Ozouf’s entry in Nora’s project, describe the Panthéon as ‘a secular shrine that 

has played a major role in sustaining a sense of continuity in national narratives of 

republicanism even during those times when their coherence was seriously tested’ (2020: 10).  

The Panthéon houses uniquely celebrities, but despite its centrality and visibility in 

public life - including geographical elevation on the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève – inclusion 

in its ranks does not promote equality of representation. In 2018 it received only its fifth 

female member, the politician Simone Veil. The fact that it took 116 years for the Panthéon 

to welcome its first woman, and with Veil being a member of such a small cohort (around 5% 

of the total number of dead), makes its motto ‘Aux grands hommes, la patrie reconnaissante’ 

at once apt and ironic. That this motto has not been updated to reflect its demographic is 

indicative of its place in Paris’s memory, and the French Republic’s founding document, the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and the [male] Citizen. The female version of the 

Declaration (1791), written by Olympe de Gouges, was rejected and its author beheaded.
v
  

The first woman to be buried in the Panthéon for her own merit was Marie 

Skłodowska-Curie, in 1995, almost 60 years after her death. Three years later, the Panthéon 

received its first people of colour, with Toussaint Louverture and Louis Delgrès joining the 

http://www.pantheonparis.com/


ranks. The religious diversity (or lack thereof) represented with the Panthéon is not 

immediately evident, perhaps in alignment with France’s refusal to allow the collation of 

religious data or to impose quotas based on this information. Despite this, Sudhir 

Hazareesingh states that ‘it is no coincidence that the hallowed Parisian cenotaph for national 

heroes, the Panthéon, is a deconsecrated church’ (2016: 4). It stands as a reminder, perhaps, 

of the persistence of certain underlying notions of Frenchness, including the predominant 

Catholicism of this ‘secular’ state.  

The Panthéon holds a high place in the ranks of Parisian tourist attractions, featuring, as 

we have seen, across Nora’s Lieux de Mémoire, the Petit futé, but not on Chemins de 

Mémoire. The Panthéon thus in some respects remains a repository for an out-dated notion of 

Frenchness, demonstrated by the massive contrast in its demographic makeup in relation to 

French society. This makes it difficult for vast swathes of the contemporary population to 

find productive points of identification with the group of people raised to the status of ‘grands 

hommes’ supposedly representative of the nation. Patrice Higonnet writes that ‘Edgar Quinet 

in 1867 proposed turning the Pantheon into an apolitical or even anti-political monument, a 

monument devoted not to the nation but to thought’ (2002: 159). Despite this dedication to 

thought (albeit never neutral), most clearly expressed through its population of literary 

figures, the appreciation does not seem to be returned: the Panthéon is ‘seldom mentioned in 

the literature of Paris’ (ibid.). 

What we might note about the Panthéon, then, is its contrasting function, and issues, 

with the Catacombs. The list of interred is anything but anonymous, and specifically aims to 

construct a narrative of national identity based in shared cultural values, expressed through 

political and literary thought. Though the monument maintains its link with the present (it 

continues to receive members), it appears to be struggling to bring itself up-to-date with 

French society, which inevitably introduces tensions in its message, and perhaps even brings 



into question its inclusion in contemporary French cultural memory. Again we might call 

upon Nora, who writes that 

Memory and history, far from being synonymous, appear now to be in fundamental 

opposition. Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its name. […] History, 

on the other hand, is the reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is 

no longer. (Nora 1989: 8) 

The problematically non-representative population of the Panthéon is a reminder of the living 

nature of memory, as well as the impossibility of reconstructing the past in this monument in 

a way that can be considered ‘complete’ for the contemporary nation. 

Twisted Paths of Memory 

If the Panthéon has a complex relationship with time – intensely historical in its 

inhabitants, and contemporary in continuing to be added to – the Mémorial des Martyrs de la 

Déportation (Georges-Henri Pingusson; henceforth MMD) is a monument that deeply roots 

itself in the events of the twentieth century. The MMD was erected as a monument to all 

those deported to Nazi concentration camps during the Second World War, and contains 

ashes and earth from concentration camps, art and literature by deportees, and historical 

information. It is positioned right in the centre of Paris (4
th

 arrondissement), embedded in the 

concrete ship’s prow shape of the end of Île de la Cité; the French survivors’ group Réseau de 

Souvenir described it as being ‘hollowed out of the sacred isle, the cradle of our nation, 

which incarnates the soul of France -- a place where its spirit dwells’ (cited in Conley 1999: 

134-35). The inside is constructed in the same cold concrete as the outside, and is formed of a 

series of narrow passageways and small chambers. Entry is free but not accessible to those 

with reduced mobility; this memorial would probably classify as ‘anxiogène’, for its structure 

before even taking into account its subject matter. 



Located in the site of a former morgue, the MMD forms an underground presence that 

evokes claustrophobia, imprisonment and oppression, as well as the abstraction of mass 

human death through the representation of its 200,000 members in a passageway lined with 

softly lit glass crystals. In this respect the memorial provides a striking counterpoint to the 

brutally literal nature of the piles of bones in the Catacombs, and the abstract but traditional 

metaphor of the tomb as representative of the departed individual as in the Panthéon. These 

crystals are neither concrete nor commonly accepted figurative markers of memory. The 

underground location nevertheless evokes the Catacombs and opposes the light and elevated 

memorial structure of the Panthéon. 

While the existence of a monument that marks out national mourning and decries 

historical events such as World War II and the Holocaust is undeniably an important 

contribution to French collective memory, the MMD has been criticised for assimilating the 

specific Jewish memory of WWII into national memory (see Carrier 2005: 58-9), through the 

conflation of the victims of the Deportation with fighting and dying for a cause, an abstract 

and glorified notion that feeds into and bolsters French national identity. Through making the 

Jewish experience fit the French national experience, these individuals, deported against their 

will, are effectively presented as martyrs ‘dying for France’ through alignment with the 

Resistance. In both respects, the MMD shares characteristics with the Catacombs, through 

anonymity and mass death, and the Panthéon, through the (theoretical) elevation of the status 

of the dead. 

Nora describes a process of the evolution of memory structures, noting that ‘The 

psychologization of memory has thus given every individual the sense that his or her 

salvation ultimately depends on the repayment of an impossible debt’ (1989: 16). This 

monument raises similar issues of ‘impossible debt’ to those who sacrificed themselves for 

France, but also introduces a socio-political tension in the many Jewish individuals who were 



sacrificed, but not voluntarily or for their own cause. The resistance of an easy construction 

of the memoryscape of this period through the MMD highlights the need for a nuanced 

understanding of the conflict and its victims, as well as being a comment on the 

intersectionality of aspects of identity in France, such as national, religious, and racial 

markers. 

What marks out the MMD is its unusual status as somewhere between monument and 

museum, and, as such, reminds us of Nora’s positioning of lieux de mémoire as between 

history and memory. The physical presence of the memorial, particularly its crystal 

passageway, as well as the poetry inscriptions on the walls, are an extremely evocative 

example of an homage to grief memory. However, the way the interior of the monument has 

been set up like a permanent museum exhibition evokes a curated memory that leans more 

towards a historical overview than a traditional memorial. Additionally, the inclusion of an 

‘unknown deportee’, mirroring the ‘unknown soldier’ trope, perpetuates the amalgamation of 

Jewish memory and French national (WWII) narrative. Its character is further complicated by 

its location; it is both highly central and hidden underground, as well as next to Notre Dame 

cathedral, so dominated by this extremely popular tourist attraction; many informal accounts 

admit to having stumbled upon the site by accident (see e.g. Kurlander 2017). Thus in its 

subtlety it gets overlooked, and in its inclusivity it negates (as we saw with the example of the 

Catacombs); this monument flattens identity markers but also issues an invitation for closer 

inspection. After all, its walls display in great detail the multifaceted makeup of those to 

whom it pays tribute. 

Blue, Red and White-Washing 

The Mémorial national de la guerre d’Algérie et des combats du Maroc et de la Tunisie 

(Gérard Collin-Thiébaut, 2002; henceforth MAMT) is another conflict memorial, and is 

situated on Quai Branly (7
th

 arrondissement). Made up of three concrete columns, with digital 



displays in blue, white and red, the memorial bears resemblance to a digital bus stop.
vi

 On the 

first (blue) column scroll the names of those who ‘died for France’ in North Africa (some 

23,000 soldiers, including harkis). The second (white) displays messages relating to the 

Algerian war in memory of those lost after the cease-fire. The third (red) is interactive, and 

allows users to search for a particular name. As such, the MAMT is the only one of those 

analysed so far that encourages physical engagement with it. The memorial is open and at 

street level, and is thus freely and easily accessible, physically and financially. It is however 

somewhat overshadowed by its proximity to the Eiffel Tower, which, as we saw in the case 

of the MMD and Notre Dame, interferes with the equality of representation of identities in 

the national narrative. 

The MAMT’s placement in Paris is a reminder of the violence of colonialism and the 

de-colonisation process, and the centrality, dominance and political nature of the capital, but 

it also creates an awareness of the autonomy of these nations within the Francosphere. This 

lends a certain tension between the usefulness of the monument as awareness-raising and 

equality-seeking, and a continued ‘white-washing’, or ‘France-washing’ of history. The name 

of the memorial is cumbersome - necessary, to include the weight of the burden of the 

conflicts between France and its former colonies, but also homogenising, through 

amalgamating them all into the same monument. In this respect, the memorial cannot remain 

politically neutral. This is particularly noticeable through the artist’s note, which appears to 

attempt neutrality with its abstract mention of ‘the sacrifice these young people made in the 

name of patriotism’ (Chemins de Mémoire n.d.: n.pag.; my italics); they died for (mainland) 

France. This includes the harkis (Muslim Algerians who fought for France), whose primary 

reason for fighting for France was not usually out of patriotism,
vii

 and whose veterans were 

neglected by France in later years despite their service. 



It would be easy for a contemporary viewer to assume, at first glance, that this 

monument is testament to recognition of the atrocities committed in the decolonisation 

process. Indeed, it would be natural to assume that the three columns each represent a conflict 

in one of the three countries. However, while respecting the dead is not in question, it is 

worth highlighting again that this is a monument dedicated to those who died for France, that 

is, defending the nation’s right to hold onto its colonies. In this respect it is an active 

reminder of this link, rather than an attempt to recognise the nations that gained their 

independence through the process. Even the act of honouring civilians appears to be limited 

to those killed after the cease-fire, rather than all those who lost their lives to the conflict.  

A plaque next to the monument reads: 

La Nation associe les personnes disparues et les populations civiles victimes de 

massacres ou d'exactions commis durant la guerre d'Algérie et après le 19 mars 1962 en 

violation des accords d'Évian, ainsi que les victimes civiles des combats du Maroc et de 

Tunisie, à l'hommage rendu aux combattants morts pour la France en Afrique du Nord. 

The plaque brings together civilians and combatants, acknowledging to some extent that the 

dead were not limited to those who fought for France, but its presentation of the ambiguous 

‘victimes civiles’ (again, homogenised as with the Catacombs) does not allow for the idea 

that those who were not fighting for France were fighting for independence from the 

mainland, rather, they were victims of the events. Indeed, in its desire to ‘associe[r]’ these 

two groups, the message risks perpetuating the unapologetic denial of responsibility among, 

in particular, France’s ruling political elite. It was only in 2018 that Emmanuel Macron 

acknowledged France’s use of systematic torture during the Algerian War (see Serhan 2018: 

n.pag.). This stands in contrast with Jacques Chirac’s choice in 2003 to legalise a national day 

of commemoration (5 December) for those who died - for France - in these conflicts 

(Légifrance 2003: n.pag.). We can see here an evolution in political attitudes, perhaps 



prompted by the generational change between Macron and Chirac, whose personal 

engagement with the conflicts differ if only in the fact that while Chirac fought in the 

Algerian War, Macron was not born until over a decade after it ended. 

The material presence of the MAMT compounds the problematic ambiguity if the 

subject matter it stands in for. The artist’s note states that ‘Les noms sortiront de terre, pour 

aller s’éteindre dans le ciel […] Tout en étant discrètes, ces colonnes, le soir, seront visibles 

des sites environnants’ (Chemins de Mémoire n.d.: n.pag.). The language of this again 

appears to attempt a gentle neutrality. Nonetheless, the use of ‘s’éteindre’ to describe death is 

both poetic and political; the verb can be used to designate ‘to die’, but also means ‘to be 

extinguished’ or ‘put out’, engaging simultaneously in active or passive mode, allowing the 

dead to go to war (die for France) or to be its victim, but also not differentiating between 

these two quite different eventualities. Equally, the fact of pointing out that the monument is 

aesthetically discreet implies that the events that it memorialises can be amalgamated into the 

stream of daily life, past and present, without problem. The danger here is that these wars get 

treated as merely ‘details of history’, which is of course how far-right leader Jean-Marie Le 

Pen referred to the Holocaust (Ina 1988: n.pag.), and in itself is a slippery slope to 

downplaying their importance. Nonetheless, a positive portrayal of this depiction can be 

found in the fact that if this monument blends into the Parisian landscape, the events can find 

an equal footing with other, more traditionally commemorated elements of French history. As 

France begins to recognise the extent of its role in these conflicts, particularly Algeria, the 

MAMT might be used to update the national narrative and become what Susan Ireland calls a 

‘multidimensional site of memory’, in that it ‘bears witness to many layers of history’ (in 

Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno 2020: 227). 

As cultural memory academic Astrid Erll notes, ‘Transnational sites of memory such as 

“9/11” demonstrate that we can no longer think solely in terms of national memory. Instead, 



religion, ideology, ethnicity, and gender are increasingly the central coordinates of cultural 

remembering.’ (2011: 2) The construction of the MAMT highlights the need for a 

transnational approach in that multiple nationalities, religions, ideologies and ethnicities are 

incorporated in its ‘central coordinates’ (a particularly apt designation for the monument’s 

very digital aesthetic) that highlight the increasingly transnational city of Paris itself. 

Marginalised or celebrated? 

The Musée du Quai Branly – Jacques Chirac (7
th

 arrondissement, opened in 2006; 

henceforth MQB) further demonstrates the problematic nature of the process of recognising 

formerly marginalised groups. Its architect Jean Nouvel described the museum as a ‘place 

marked by […] the obsessions of death and oblivion’ (cited in Clifford 2007: 4). The 

museum, though not a memorial in the traditional sense, is a monument to the role of 

colonisation and postcolonial representation in modern France; indeed, its website describes 

it as a ‘bridge between cultures’ (Musée du Quai Branly Jacques Chirac: n.pag.). Entry costs 

up to 12€, and the museum is fully accessible to those with reduced mobility. 

The creation of this museum, despite having been long requested by (predominantly 

white) French academics, invited criticism for a number of reasons. The positive gesture 

towards non-European nations and peoples has been perceived by some as an attempt to 

improve assimilation into the French Republican model (see e.g. Dias 2008), thus 

homogenising a spectrum of cultures. Others have criticised MQB as a home of ‘otherness’ 

that separates non-Western art from that of the Louvre. James Clifford states that the liberal 

agendas of such museums ‘point in both neo-colonial and postcolonial directions’ (2007: 18). 

As Herman Lebovics points out, the museum’s informative panels do not include details of 

how the pieces came to France (2006: 100), erasing the role of colonialism in their 

acquisition. Thus MQB sits in a difficult position between celebration and segregation. 

Marianna Torgovnick highlights that the elevation of ‘primitive’ art into the mainstream 

http://www.quaibranly.fr/en/exhibitions-and-events/at-the-museum/exhibitions/


‘reproduces the dynamics of colonialism, since Western standards control the flow of the 

mainstream and can bestow or withhold the label art’ (1990: 82). Even the building itself 

does not stand out as a museum; while it is a structurally impressive building in its own right, 

it (deliberately) blends into the background of riverside Paris through being covered in 

greenery,
viii

 and requires a walk through a garden to reach it. Death and oblivion are mixed 

through the hidden nature of the outside and the darkness of the inside. This memorial to 

colonialism represents death of a different kind: cultural interaction as oppositional and 

conflicting.  

The contrast of MQB with Paris’s reputation as the ‘city of light’, the visually much 

lighter limestone exterior of the Louvre, as well as the light and airy interiors of many 

‘mainstream’ museums, creates a tension of representation within the museum space. 

Bronwen Douglas notes that although the temporary exhibits somewhat redeem the gallery, 

‘the museum’s permanent galleries have been accused of sacrificing ethnographic 

particularity to a timeless universalizing aesthetic’ (2018: 71). We saw this process at work 

with the MMD, with its homogenisation of the monument’s victims. MQB is thus guilty of 

the othering of minorities, while remaining a celebration of otherhood, and a celebration of 

cultural diversity, or as Clifford describes it, ‘a work in process - dynamic, pretentious, and 

raw’ (2007: 3). The museum can be interpreted as at once a gesture of respect and an act of 

imperialism on the part of France towards ‘other’ cultures. Nora notes that  

The ‘acceleration of history,’ […] confronts us with the brutal realization of the 

difference between real memory – social and unviolated, exemplified in but also 

retained as the secret of so-called primitive or archaic societies – and history, which is 

how our hopelessly forgetful modern societies, propelled by change, organize the past 

(Nora 1989: 8) 



The ‘acceleration of history’ is particularly apparent in the rapidly evolving transnational 

interactions and pressures in the present day, including the oft-ill-thought-out creation of new 

museums and exhibits. We can see particularly strongly, through the MQB, Nora’s tension 

between memory and history explored throughout this article, as well as between the seeming 

authenticity of ‘primitive or archaic societies’ and the Westernisation of the organisation of 

the past. This inserts a further inequality between cultures, with some being labelled as 

‘primitive or archaic’, and others as ‘modern’, relegating the former to the realm of memory 

while the latter controls the way the past is written and rewritten. Nora’s bringing together of 

the two creates a problematic binary that reproduces the domination of coloniser over 

colonised. 

The placement of this museum in Paris may conversely allow MQB to act as a bridge 

towards heterogenising French history in better reflection of its dynamic demographics. 

While the museum does not successfully fully process the problem of the role of colonisation, 

particularly in its omission of information relating to acquisitions, its presence as an entity in 

its own right begins a conversation in staking the claim of the multifaceted art that stands 

outside of (or at best, minimally within) institutions such as the Louvre, and, in being 

significantly more accessible than many of the more ‘mainstream’ Parisian monuments and 

museums, has the potential to gain much more footfall (and resulting exposure) in an 

increasingly diversity- and accessibility-aware world of tourism. Its position is ideal in this 

respect: standing next to the Eiffel Tower, but holding its own as an imposing building, it is 

less likely to be dominated by, and more likely to profit from, the proximity to this infamous 

structure.
ix

 Equally, as discussed, despite its impressive structure, the way the foliage 

covering and surrounding the building effects a blending into riverside Paris allows for a 

merging of narratives of identity. The challenge for current and future directors and curators 



remains to maintain heterogeneity within this potential harmony, within the thorny politics of 

agency. 

Living Memory 

Our final example is not a memorial in the more physical meaning of the term, but 

remains a monument to the evolving definition of French identity across the modern period. 

Place de la République (PdR), located on the boundary between the 3
rd

, 10
th

 and 11
th

 

arrondissements, is an open and freely accessible public square. The Place harks back to the 

French Revolution, but more recently became one of the longest-standing living memorials 

(coming second to that of the Bataclan theatre). Even when not in this role, the square is a 

symbol of modern Frenchness, holding the statue of Marianne (1879, by Charles and Léopold 

Morice), personification of the nation, who herself holds a tablet bearing the Declaration of 

the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (symbol of the French motto, ‘liberté, égalité, 

fraternité’). The monument of Marianne has been described as ‘an ordinary one, acceptable to 

a committee in the 1880s and inoffensively unarresting today’ (Warner 1985: 250). This 

statement, however, presents as neutral and all-accepting a statue that nonetheless literally 

embodies several key symbols of the Republic; indeed its standing in for Frenchness in its 

broadest sense has lent it scope to develop its status as a place for protest. Helen Beale writes 

that ‘Architecture expresses and shapes, mediates between past and present, and defines 

social relationships. On another level, so too does public sculpture’ (in Kidd and Reynolds 

2000: 140). PdR and its statue of Marianne perform this mediation and expression of social 

relationships through their openness of representation of what it means to be French. 

PdR’s status as monument is greatly facilitated by its 2008 renovation and 

pedestrianisation enacted by the then mayor of Paris, Bertrand Delanoë, in order to allow the 

people to reclaim it (see Willsher 2013: n.pag.). This has most recently been displayed in the 

gilets jaunes protests, which join a legacy of marches, protests, and vigils in recent years. The 



square in its own right and as a memorial to recent attacks in Paris, including at the Charlie 

Hebdo headquarters, draws together linguistically the intricacies of French national identity. 

The Republic to which the square refers is the model for modern and contemporary French 

society, and marks the break, or ‘tearing’ between the old (regime) and the new to which 

Nora referred. In speaking of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, and the ‘je suis Charlie’ response, 

Boris Horvat spoke of ‘un phénomène collectif conjugué au singulier’, reflecting on the ways 

in which, in contrast to other global examples (‘we’ are all Americans, Palestinians…), in this 

case ‘we’ become ‘I’, but still in a collective role of solidarity (‘I am also Charlie’) (2016: 

n.pag.). This instructively compares with the Déclaration des droits de l’homme, which uses 

‘l’homme’, in its usage in the singular to stand in for the plural, and referring to the 

importance of the relationship between individual and state, with nothing in between. Thus, 

as Horvat’s article highlights, the linguistic choice of ‘je’ allows for identification with a 

cause, without losing individual heterogeneity. To engage in ‘nous’ would be to create a 

group with special consideration, which is not allowed for in the French Republican model of 

citizenship, as mentioned earlier in relation to the collection of racial data.  

A final point of interest with PdR is that since the square is a functioning part of the 

city centre’s infrastructure, after the Charlie Hebdo memorials, commemorative messages 

and items left on the monument were collected and archived in the Paris city hall. They are 

also available in digital format through the Archives de Paris’s online presence (Paris 

Archives: n.pag.). It is unclear whether there has been any curation of the archive, or if the 

items have simply been filed. It would appear, though, that the items have been digitised 

wholesale, and the archive points out that the collection has not been closed; artefacts can be 

added at any point (ibid.). If there is intention in its organisation, it is not indicated. This 

wholesale archiving reflects Nora’s thoughts on modern memory through the development of 

the modern archive: 

https://charliehebdo.fr/en/
https://charliehebdo.fr/en/


Modern memory is, above all, archival. It relies entirely on the materiality of the trace, 

the immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the image. What began as writing ends 

as high fidelity and tape recording. The less memory is experienced from the inside the 

more it exists only through its exterior scaffolding and outward signs-hence the 

obsession with the archive that marks our age, attempting at once the complete 

conservation of the present as well as the total preservation of the past. (Nora 1989: 13) 

The mission of the French archives department, as stated in its founding act, is to ‘gérer 

ou de contrôler les archives publiques qui constituent la mémoire de la nation et une part 

essentielle de son patrimoine historique’ (FranceArchives: n.pag.). As Oana Panaïté 

underlines, the national archives are themselves representative of the relationship 

foregrounded by Nora, that is, between history and memory (in Achille, Forsdick and 

Moudileno 2020: 23). Their positioning as national archives then promoted this idea of 

memory as official and government sanctioned. The tension between the official and the 

unofficial when it comes to memory and memorials is problematic; nonetheless, the all-

inclusivity of the digital Charlie Hebdo memorial archive overcomes the ‘exclusionary side 

of the archive’ raised by Panaïté in objection to Nora’s discussion thereof,
x
 as well as 

challenging the divide between official and unofficial precisely through this collection 

process. 

The transformation from the ephemeral, yet highly contextualised and material nature 

of the living memorial, to the concrete physicality, yet reductive act of abstraction, of the 

move to the archive, and the resulting creation of a sort of collaborative art work, changes the 

nature of PdR as a memorial space. Panaïté notes the line drawn by Nora between ‘the 

document, which belongs to the archive, from the monument, which does not’ (in Achille, 

Forsdick and Moudileno 2020: 24). This is problematic when it comes to PdR, with its 

interaction between the specificity of the artefacts to the event, and the generality of the Place 



to the more abstract ideas of protest, commemoration, and individual and collective identities 

(complicating Macron’s idea of a ‘French Renaissance’). Furthermore, the artefacts are 

effectively collectively curated by their producers when placed at the site; when archived 

they are re-curated, whether that be deliberate or arbitrary. The example of the Charlie Hebdo 

memorial artefacts seals each memorial event off into an independent entity. Nonetheless, the 

ability for the square to be a canvas for current societal concerns of mourning and protest 

allows for an ever-evolving expression of French society. The square’s commemorative 

process is informal, fluctuating and constantly mutating, a space and place for contesting 

identities, uniting the individual and collective, in contemporary Paris and beyond. 

Conclusion 

Memorials and museums are undeniably politically charged, and contested, spaces. The 

preservation and commemoration of individuals, peoples and cultures keeps alive historical 

events as well as the aspects of identity they seek to promote, which acts on positive and 

negative levels. The monuments of Paris provide a daily reminder of the narratives promoted 

by the contemporary capital, haunting the national memory precisely in their desire to 

obscure or to forget. From the intentions behind their initial creation, to their place in the 

modern memoryscape, the selection analysed here demonstrate problems with accessibility 

and inclusion, perpetuate colonialising narratives and assumptions, and highlight the need for 

diversity of voices in decision-making and design of current and future monuments. 

The act of putting pressure on the values of museums and memorials to reveal their 

issues of exclusion and agency allows us to challenge the ‘politics of forgetfulness’ (Vergès 

in Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno 2020: 323) so prevalent in French structures of cultural 

memory. In order for Macron’s ‘French Renaissance’ not to become synonymous with the 

Far Right’s ‘French first’, Paris’s places and spaces of memory need to bring together the 

individual and the collective, while bringing back into the light the negative aspects of history 



that so heavily contribute to the current nation. We see this most successfully through PdR, 

perhaps precisely because it constantly re-emerges and reinvents itself spontaneously and 

outside of official memorialisation. Monuments could be redeemed and reclaimed through 

their clarification of contributing factors of conflict and a re-heterogenisation of identities in 

the nation. 

One of the most visual changes to Paris was Hausmann’s renovations in the 19
th

 

century. These were designed ‘with an eye to permitting the best views of
xi

 the city’s new 

monuments’ (2007: 263). While this does not refer specifically to the monuments analysed 

here, the idea that even the infrastructure of the city is enslaved to the narratives of the 

monuments, particularly through this historical moment (the 19
th

 century’s role in the 

development of the French Empire), highlights the importance of the presentation of these 

narratives. Paris’s memoryscape has great potential in foregrounding the ‘multidirectionality 

of memory’, that is, ‘the interference, overlap, and mutual constitution of seemingly distinct 

collective memories’ (Rothberg cited in Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno 2020: 232). This 

city that itself maintains a paradoxical status as separate from, and yet quintessentially 

representative of, the Republic of France, needs to be the drive behind the challenging of the 

French politics of forgetfulness, towards a celebration of a multidirectional memoryscape in 

the capital, the nation, and the Francosphere.  
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 The term is translated as ‘sites’ or ‘realms’ of memory. I prefer ‘sites’, because it emphasises the materiality of 
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ii
 In other cases, a living memorial can take a more literal meaning, such as the planting of a tree. 

iii
 For a more detailed critique of Chemins de mémoire, see (Benjamin forthcoming) 

iv
 The article does not claim to cover all identities at stake in modern and contemporary Paris. 

v
 For more details on this important document, see Joan Wallach Scott (1989). 

vi
 Robert Aldrich more flatteringly describes it as a ‘postmodern reconfiguration of traditional war memorials’ 

(in Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno 2020: 161). 
vii

 For more details on motivation for signing up with the harkis, see (Moser 2014). 
viii

 We might ask if the foliage take on the same role as the green cladding at attractions such as Disneyland, 

designed to make us ‘look past’ and ignore what lies behind. 
ix

 This is particularly notable contrasted with the Musée National de l’Histoire de l’Immigration, which is 

located in the Palais de la Porte Dorée, in a comparably marginalised position next to the périphérique, to the far 

east of the city. In some ways this further highlights the problematic status of the building’s original purpose, 

that is, the home of the 1931 Exposition Coloniale. For a detailed analysis of the Musée National de l’Histoire 

de l’Immigration, see (Patrick Crowley in Achille, Forsdick and Moudileno 2020: 204-213) 
x
 Absent from the archives, as from Nora’s analysis, are the oral histories of resistance, memory and protest, 

which provide a more direct link to the lived experience of the collective memorial event. 
xi

 This notably does not include access to these monuments. 
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