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Shrine the Innocents. Interior View
(Source: Jagath Weerasinghe).
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Public Space and Monuments:
Politi cs of Sancti oned and Contested Memory

Sasanka Perera

Introducti on

Monuments erected in public spaces are a common sight in all societi es despite the variati ons 
in the reasons for their constructi on and actual physical diff erences.  Throughout its recorded 
history, monuments have also been a relati vely common structure in Sri Lanka.  In its post 
colonial history, monuments in Sri Lanka have oft en been associated with politi cians, from 
the somewhat sedate Bandaranaike Memorial in Horagolla to the rather scary Premadasa 
Memorial in Jampett ha Street in Colombo.  The civil war and the recent politi cal violence in the 
south of the country has also ushered in a new phase of memorial constructi on identi fi able at 
diff erent levels, in terms of scale, sources of funding, agenda of initi ators, uti lity and so on.  
 What exactly is meant by a monument, which is also oft en used interchangeably with 
the word memorial? At the outset, I must point out that in this essay I maintain no conceptual 
diff erence between the words monument and memorial, and will be using these words 
interchangeably with the same meaning.  Hans-Ernst Mitti  g has observed that a monument 
or memorial “is an independent artwork located in a public space, which reminds us of 
persons or events, and derives out of this commemorati on a demand of learning (quoted in 
Grosser 2000).  It seems to me that Mitti  g has captured most of the essenti al att ributes of 
a monument, which are also refl ected in the Sri Lankan and other comparati ve examples I 
would be commenti ng on.  However, in the Sri Lankan context, one would also see a genre of 
public and popular monuments that are also uti litarian and are not seen as artwork.  These 
are the bus stands that have been converted into monuments in numerous villages and towns 
by the kin and friends of fallen soldiers.   But all other att ributes of monuments that Mitti  g 
has identi fi ed are also to be seen in the monuments in Sri Lanka.
 Writi ng about monumental architecture, Bruce Trigger has suggested that “its 
principle defi ning feature is that its scale and elaborati on exceed the requirements of any 
practi cal functi ons that a building is intended to perform” (Trigger 1990: 119).  Although 
talking about the large scale monuments of the ancient world, Trigger nevertheless places 
in context certain fundamental aspects of monuments in most places.  That is, in general, 
monuments are public, non-domesti c, non-prosaic structures separate from the everyday. As 
Moore elaborates, “monuments are structures designed to be recognized, expressed by their 
scale or elaborati on, even though their meanings may not be understood by all members of 
a society” (Moore 1996: 92).  
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 But certain explanations in the definition provided by Trigger as well as the 
elaborati on of Moore do not necessarily explain the dynamics of monuments everywhere.  
For instance, monuments are not always massive in scale.  This is certainly the case with the 
small bus stand monuments and other village monuments erected in many parts of southern 
Sri Lanka in memory of fallen soldiers.  They are not large scale for the simple reason that they 
have oft en been erected by people with merge resources.  Massive scale and elaborati on in 
monuments are generally associated with state sponsored monuments or other monuments 
that att ract large resources such as the Vietnam Memorial in Washington or the memorial 
for fallen soldiers in World war 2 in Colombo.  Nevertheless, despite the variati on in scale for 
whatever reason, monuments are designed to be recognized.  If they are not, their primary 
purpose in making a statement would be lost. So even the subaltern monuments such as 
bus stand memorials in Sri Lanka are recognizable from other bus stands which are not 
memorials.  
 On the other hand, in contemporary society (unlike perhaps in the ancient world) 
most well known monuments do not contain crypti c meanings: they are generally obvious.  
Again, if meanings of monuments are unclear, their purpose in att empti ng to symbolize a 
specifi c message in memory of a person or event would be lost.  While large scale monuments 
may generally be separated from the everyday, they are not always so.  As such, the small 
scale bus stand memorials are very much a part of the everyday life of the place where they 
are located.  That is where people wait for public transport, talk about personal things as 
well as the war and other topics of nati onal importance.  Similarly, while the World War 2 
Memorial in Colombo was designed to be separate from the everyday, the passage of ti me 
has changed some of these intenti ons.  So today, except on days the military and ex-service 
persons remember those who fell in World War  2, on every other day it is    a place for 
lovers to meet, hide from the rest of society and talk about things that lovers generally do.  
And quite possibly, whatever they talk about has nothing to do with war or heroic sacrifi ces.  
What I want to stress here is that despite the ability of general defi niti ons to identi fy certain 
key features of monuments, some of those features may change and manifest with altered 
meanings in diff erent locati ons, under diff erent circumstances and ti mes.
 Monuments may be a site of pride and venerati on for some while for others, the 
same monument may usher in emoti ons of pain and revulsion.  But the fundamental premise 
upon which monuments are conceived and constructed has to do with memory.  In other 
words, the essenti al dynamics and politi cs of monuments are to a large extent, contextualized 
within the noti on of memory.  That is, monuments directly address the questi on of “what is to 
be remembered” and “how to remember.”  It is on the basis of addressing these twin issues 
that the mythic structures and narrati ves associated with monuments as well as their physical 
shape and structure emerge.  By the same token, but for diff erent reasons, monuments are 
also sites for forgetti  ng.  The Vietnam Memorial in Washington DC remembers the American 
service personnel killed or missing in acti on in Vietnam.  But it does not remember the even 
larger number of Vietnamese killed in the same war as well as numerous other disrupti ons 
that war created in Vietnam.  One could argue that oft en, monuments or memorials have to 
be understood in a binary context: memory and amnesia.
 In this essay, I would att empt to address a number of interrelated issues. What are 
the purposes of monuments established in public spaces by state agencies, by individuals 
or by collecti ves with defi ned identi ti es and agendas?  These monuments may be shrines in 
the more religious sense or strictly secular edifi ces or secular monuments that have acquired 
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certain religious features in terms of the ritual dynamics that may have sprung up and evolved 
around them.  What is it that these monuments want to remember and what do they want to 
forget?  What kinds of memories are sancti oned and by whom, and what kinds of memories 
are contested and for what reasons?  In order to answer some of these questi ons and place 
these questi ons in a useful theoreti cal context, I would like to briefl y look at one recent 
monument in Sri Lanka, the Shrine of the Innocents, while drawing from other monuments 
in diff erent parts of the world for comparati ve explorati on and analysis.

The politi cs and the building dynamics of the Shrine of the Innocents

As a public monument, the Shrine of the Innocents was opened to the public on 10th December 
1999 amidst much publicity and politi cal parti cipati on.  As outlined by the designer of the 
monument, its visual aspects and character were conceptualized and designed upon the story 
of the 38 school children in the southern town of Embilipiti ya who disappeared in military 
custody at the height of politi cal violence in southern Sri Lanka in the late 1980s (Weerasinghe 
1999).  He outlines the monument’s larger goals in the following words:

But, its aim is to questi on the conscience of the Sri Lankan society by way 
of the Embilipiti ya incident.  It does not, in any way try to curse any person 
or politi cal party.  It only intends to say that we, as a nati on are responsible 
for the culture of violence in Sri Lanka (Weerasinghe 1999).

 Its socio-politi cal objecti ves are furthermore elaborately explained in the propaganda 
leafl et that was distributed at the opening of the monument:

You are now stepping into a monument to the memory of the victi ms of the 
most frightening process and machinery of organized politi cal crimes seen 
since our country regained its freedom from colonial rule.  Yet, this is not 
only a monument to the tragedies of the recent past.  It is also an eff ort to 
insti ll in the hearts and minds of us all who enter these precincts that every 
citi zen of this country, bears responsibility  in some manner, for every victi m 
of this gruesome culture of politi cal violence, by letti  ng it nurture in our midst, 
bloody the soil of our land and the minds of our people.  It is a burden of 
guilt we shall always carry with us (Bandara, no date).

 The project cost over six million Sri Lankan Rupees and was sponsored and 
coordinated by the government with the acti ve involvement of state agencies such as the 
State Engineering Corporati on and the Urban Development Authority.  In additi on, it was 
coordinated by the  Sudu Nelum Movement (Weerasinghe 1999) which was a highly politi cized 
agency specifi cally set up by the then regime of Chandrika Kumaratunga to realize some of 
its own politi cal goals.  The monument is located within a kilometer of the parliament on the 
main road from Colombo to the Parliament.  The locati on is not accidental.  In principle, the 
Parliament, despite the steady dismantling of democrati c traditi ons, practi ces and insti tuti ons 
in Sri Lanka, symbolizes the apex of state power.  As such, the locati on of the monument 
so close to the Parliament, in prime road side property is wrought with politi cal and social 
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signifi cance.  It is clear that without serious politi cal patronage, emanati ng from the topmost 
strata of hierarchy in the state power structure, the monument and its specifi c locati on would 
not have been possible.  In his opening speech on the day the monument was opened to 
the public, the designer of the monument clearly recognized the politi cal associati ons and 
extensions of the project beyond the mere act of remembering:  

Any project of this nature, with a budget of over four million, and which 
was funded by the government couldn’t have happened if it did not carry a 
politi cal investment in it.  It is the job of any politi cal party in power to do 
things that carry politi cal investments for them (Weerasinghe 1999). 

 The nature of this politi cal patronage is further described in the propaganda leafl et 
that was handed out on the day of the opening.  In it, it is observed that parents from many 
villages and townships throughout the country who lost their children in the violence of the 
late 1980s made a request from President Chandrika Kumaratunga “for a memorial to the 
innocent children they lost in the grinding process of politi cal violence” (Bandara, no date).  
It iis further noted: “But for her unsti nted patronage this monument would never be a reality 
in our midst” (Bandara, no date). 
 But the politi cs of the project go much further.  Initi ally, the parents of Embilipiti ya, 
when they made a request for a monument in memory of their llost children, also came up 
with a possible model for the monument.  That was conceived on the basis of the pain they 
felt at their collecti ve loss as well as the hatred they felt towards the perpetrators of that 
violence.  Their idea was to have a simple statue of a child on a pedestal with a demonic fi gure 
(a raksha) hovering behind the child trying devour it, and they wanted the monument to be 
located in Embilipiti ya. Clearly, this idea was not only the wish of the people concerned, but its 
symbolism was beyond confusion and further interpretati on while it was also very consciously 
rooted in their collecti ve cultural experience. What they wanted to say was very clear.  On 
the basis of expecti ng the materializati on of this monument, these parents and their allies in 
Embilipiti ya also politi cally supported the parliamentary electi on campaign of the People’s 
Alliance in 1994.  That electi on victory made it possible for President Kumaratunga to win the 
presidenti al electi on later.  It must be noted here that what the parents wanted and what 
they got, and where they wanted iit, and where it was fi nally established got decided not on 
the basis of some subaltern currents coming from the people, but on the basis of multi ple 
politi cal decisions and agendas over which these individuals had no control.  
 On the other hand, the date of the opening is also politi cally very signifi cant.  The 10th 
of December 1999 on which the opening ceremony of the monument was held amidst much 
fanfare was exactly 11 days prior to the presidenti al electi on at which President Kumaratunga 
was contesti ng for re-electi on.  Throughout the campaign, the politi cs of terror by the United 
Nati onal Party and the Janata Vimukti  Peramuna in the late 1980s was a major electi on issue.  
One of the main platf orms of the ruling party was its claim that it brought an end to that period 
of terror.  Clearly, the rather hurried opening of the Shrine of the Innocents so close to the 
electi ons, and obviously prior to the total completi on of the structure and more importantly, 
without a clear agenda for its future in terms of maintenance, publicity and improvements, 
was indicati ve of its politi cal value to the government at the ti me of the electi on.  That issue 
had nothing to do with the grand objecti ves of the monument or the wishes of the survivors 
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in whose disappeared children’s memory the monument was conceived and initi ated in the 
fi rst place.  By the ti me it opened, the monument had become part of the politi cal agenda of 
the ruling coaliti on, far beyond the scope of the mere act of remembrance.  
 
The asthetics, the poetics and the polemics in the architecture of the Shrine of the 
Innocents

In order to contextualize the Shrine of the Innocents and criti que some aspects of it in relati on 
to achieving its declared aims, it is necessary at this stage to describe briefl y  its architectural 
design and the symbolism of its sculptures and installati ons.  The designer himself has noted 
that the “memorial is composed of a series of symbols that carry various meanings; mother 
goddesses, trilogy concept, an archaeological mound, paths for contemplati on, pyre of wood 
and bones and heads...." (Weerasinghe 1999). Part of the ovreall design is also based on the 
lay-out of the 12th century Thivanka Temple in Polonnaruwa.
 Aft er coming from the street, one needs to enter the premises of the monument 
through a low gateway and then walk up a black paved pathway leading up to the main 
entrance of the monument itself.  There, you are confronted by two terra-cott a-like cement 
images of mother goddesses on either side of the entrance.  The dominant colors of these 
images are black and shades of brick red.  The index fi ngers of these images are pointi ng 
towards the earth “as it is the earth that bears witness to the unbearable crimes that took 
place” (Bandara, no date).  In a sense, the images of mother goddesses are unusual as guard-
stones in the context of traditi onal Buddhist temples where guard-stones were usually found.  
They were mostly male fi gures.  In this context, the fi gures being female makes a great deal 
of symbolic sense, as mothers and women in general were among the majority of people 
who had to live with the consequences of politi cal violence: they were the people who lost 
their husbands and sons.  They were also the ones who had to live with the consequences of 
torture their male kin had undergone. 
 Outside the monument, to the right, and in front of the two guard-stone fi gures 
there is something that simply looks like a sculpted rock.  However, the propaganda leafl et 
suggests that this is a fi gure representi ng the protector of the law and the people, buried 
“hidden up to his nose in the  ground” (Bandara, no date).  With reference to this image, the 
leafl et further observes, “as he looks searchingly at the world, while all but buried in it, he 
brandishes a shield in his right hand” (Bandara, no date). The symbolic message of this image 
apparently is the inability of the law and order and secular systems of justi ce to protect the 
people when their world was crumbling around them.  But if not for the help of the leafl et, 
which is no longer available at the site, this profound symbolism can easily be lost to those 
who visit the monument.
 Sti ll outside, to the left  is the solitary sculpture of a young man looking towards the 
land that is being reclaimed.  The propaganda leafl et describes this sculpture as the “image 
of a youth with a sense of humanity that is not destroyed, but sti ll undergoing a deep sense 
of suff ering and pain” (Bandara, no date). At the rear end of the monument is a sculpture 
that resembles a traditi onal funeral pyre.  Both of these sculptures perhaps can let out their 
symbolic messages without much room for confusion.  In additi on, there is a paved walkway 
that goes around the funeral pyre-like sculpture in the shape of an eye, and then around 
whole the monument. This walkway has been established for meditati ve purposes. 
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 The main chamber of the monument is a large space open to the sky above and 
dominated by bright yellow, orange and ochre on the wall surfaces.  In the middle, upon 38 
white pedestals are 38 brown clay objects resembling human heads.  These are supposed 
to symbolize the 38 students who disappeared from Embilipiti ya, and the symbolism in this 
instance is fairly apparent.  The pedestals themselves are placed on a bed of hand-molded 
baked pieces of clay molded by the hands of the disappeared children’s parents as well as 
human rights acti vists and arti sts (Bandara, no date).  The walls adjacent to the guard stones 
are embedded with baked clay tablets containing words in prose and poetry writt en by 
the parents from Embilipiti ya, perhaps the most personal and touching element within the 
monument.  
 Directly opposite the entrance, near the rear exit of the monument but within the 
chamber, is a structure that has been described as a “bas-relief triptych” (Bandara, no date).  
The text in the propaganda leafl et interprets the bas-relief triptych as “having in essence 
the design concepts that bring together a symbolic trine of the philosophies of Buddhism, 
Hinduism and Christi anity (Bandara, no date).  But of course, without the guidance of the 
propaganda leafl et or a similar tool, this symbolic meaning would escape most visitors.  In 
front of this is a fl ower altar or a mal asna found in Buddhist temple for off ering fl owers.  In 
this parti cular renditi on of the fl ower altar, there is provision for off ering fl owers as well as 
oil lamps. 
 The layout of the interior has been conceived on the basis of a clear ordering of 
three inter-related elements in life and politi cs in recent ti mes: The tablets with the thoughts 
of parents represent the narrati ves of violence in the recent past.  At the opposite end, the 
fl ower altar as well as the coloring of the enti re inner chamber is symbolic of the religious 
domain, where many people looked for solace when secular systems of justi ce and law and 
order failed.  The clay objects on white pedestals representi ng human heads are indicati ve of 
violent death.  In other words, this ordering enmeshes violent death in between the religious 
domain and the narrati ves of violence. This interior chamber open to the sky, with very bare 
sculptural interpretati ons within it, maintains a certain minimalist aura while simultaneously 
creati ng a somber and meditati ve atmosphere which creates the kind of environment in 
which to remember those who were lost and to ponder about the wider consequences of 
that period of politi cal violence.  In this sense, it seems to me that compared to the exterior, 
the interior of the design is successful in terms of communicati ng the declared objecti ves of 
the monument.
 However, there are other profound aspects linked to the process of building this 
monument which are not represented in symbolic form within it, or in the few textual 
interpretati ons of it that has emerged thus far.  One of the complaints of the parents in 
Embilipiti ya had been the claim that their pain was never recognized and that they were unable 
to give their lost children formal burials.  Of course, this is a situati on that can be seen in all 
societi es of terror, when the absence of a body creates serious problems of natural mourning 
while denying people opportuniti es for essenti al ritual obligati ons associated with death.  In the 
process of hand-molding the clay objects strewn on the fl oor of the central chamber referred 
to above, the parents as a collecti ve did get a chance for a process that can be called 'public 
mourning.'  Moreover, through television, this act was seen as far as Embilipiti ya where the 
actual collecti ve mourning took place.  On the other hand, the designer of the monument 
feels that the burning of the clay also off ered the parents a kind of symbolic cremati on of 
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their children, a ritual that had been thus far denied to them due to the lack of bodies.

Reading the Shrine of the Innocents: The problem of dislocati on and the absence of a 
popular organic relati onship with the monument

If we contextualize the Shrine of the Innocents in terms of the brief discussion above, it is 
clear that the monument has to be located and understood in the context of the extreme 
politi cal violence of the late 1980s in southern Sri Lanka.  At the same ti me, the politi cs of the 
period immediately aft er that period of terror is equally an important context to situate the 
monument and its establishment.  In other words, ideally, the monument is not an autonomous 
text that stands on its own.  It is an extension of the narrati ves of violence and the discourses 
of terror of the late 1980s as well as a creati on of the politi cs of the post violence period.  

Shrine of the Innocents. View from outside.
(Source: Jagath Weerasinghe).

 On the other hand, monuments are not only about remembering specifi c acts or 
persons.  A specifi c memorial and its own history and dynamics of concepti on and constructi on 
can also provide information about the time, the socio-political circumstances of its 
constructi on as well as the forces behind its constructi on rather than merely the events or the 
persons that are to be commemorated.  To a certain extent, I would take this approach in my 
reading of the Shrine for the Innocents as its is clearly not simply an edifi ce for remembering a 
terrible incident or a tragic period of the immediate past.  It has also much to do with power 
politi cs of the present as well as the public sense of amnesia and indiff erence towards the 
incidents that the monument is trying to remember.
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 The questi on one has to pose is not what the Shrine of the Innocents is att empti ng 
to commemorate, but does the process of remembering or commemorati ng that is supposed 
to be the aim of the monument being realized?  If so, how is it realized?  If not, how does this 
non realizati on manifest itself?
   One of the fundamental problems with the Shrine of the Innocents has to do with 
its locati on, or more precisely, its dislocati on.  That is, despite (or perhaps more accurately, 
because of it) the politi cal signifi cance of the locati on of the monument in terms of nati onal 
politi cs, it is physically far removed from the site of the atrociti es committ ed against the group 
of young students in whose memory (and by extension in the memory of other innocent 
victi ms of politi cal violence) the monument was conceived and established in the fi rst place. 
We have to remember here that the parents who initi ally requested a monument wanted it 
to be located in their own town.  Compared to this, the rather graphic monument dedicated 
to a woman killed by the military during the 1971 JVP insurrecti on in southern Sri Lanka is 
located in Katharagama where members of the armed forces tortured, publicly humiliated and 
fi nally killed a local woman who in local lore was considered a beauty queen. That monument 
details in very graphic terms--without any room for confusion or re-interpretati on -- the 
last moments in the life of the victi m.  It is also situated in the midst of a community which 
consists of the victi m’s kin and friends.  This was also the town where she lived prior to her 
death.  In that sense, this parti cular monument is not dislocated from the site of this specifi c 
incident of violence.  As such, other people who were inti mately touched by the pain of that 
violence are sti ll around to visit the site, clean it and off er fl owers of remembrance to it, if they 
want to.  In eff ect, it is part of the community itself; it is part of its everyday.  It is physically 
and emoti onally integrated into the community’s routi ne life, and taken for granted but not 
necessarily forgott en.
 At this moment, for purposes of further comparati ve analysis, let me focus att enti on 
on yet another recent monument, the dynamics of which are very diff erent to the Shrine of the 
Innocents.  I have in mind the popular shrine or monument built in memory of Baruch Goldstein 
in Israel, which was dismantled by the government of Israel in late 1999.  To understand 
the emoti ons and the politi cs associated with the Baruch Goldstein monument, one needs 
to pay some att enti on to its genesis.  Goldstein was an immigrant from New York City who 
worked as a doctor at the Jewish sett lement of Kiryat Arba, located just outside Hebron.  He 
was also a member of the outlawed anti  Arab Kach movement.  In February 1994, he killed 
29 Palesti nian Muslims as they prayed at Hebron’s main mosque.  He had gained access to 
the Tomb of the Patriarchs, considered to be the burial site of Abraham, and is sacred to 
both Muslims and Jews, and opened fi re on the Muslim worshippers.  Goldstein himself was 
beaten to death by those who survived the massacre.  
 Aft er his death and burial, despite the contradicti on between his profession (which 
was to save lives) and his fi nal act (of mass murder) ultra nati onalist Jewish sett lers erected 
a shrine as a public monument in memory of Goldstein around his grave.  Clearly, the 
circumstances of the emergence of this monument are much diff erent from the immediate 
circumstances that enabled the emergence of the Shrine of the Innocents.  His act of mass 
murder was interpreted completely diff erently by his kin and friends as opposed to most other 
people. Radical Israelis venerate Goldstein because they believe that he stopped a planned 
massacre of Jews by Muslims.  It was in the context of this belief that his grave became a site 
for pilgrimage and venerati on soon aft er his death.  An inscripti on on the tomb itself claims 
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that Goldstein is a “martyr murdered in sancti fying God’s name” and “The holy Dr. Baruch 
Goldstein  …gave his soul for the people of Israel.  It further calls him “honest and pure of 
heart” (CNN Website 29 December 1999).  
 The point I want to clarify here is simply the following: The shrine that was built 
around Goldstein’s grave and the pilgrimages that followed happened as a result of a 
spontaneous process ensuring that there was an organic link of the community to the 
monument. Moreover, the people who made it possible also had adequate politi cal power 
to make it happen.  More importantly, the shrine for Goldstein was located in the area where 
he and his family lived.  It was not dislocated from that locality to another due to politi cal 
or other reasons. All this meant that the monument had a strong local socio-politi cal and 
emoti onal foundati on for its emergence as well as for its possible future survival.  None of the 
conditi ons outlined above associated with the Goldstein memorial was visible in the context 
of the Shrine for the Innocents in Sri Lanka. It was dislocated from the site of atrocity and 
from the areas where the disappeared students lived.  Moreover, the surviving kin hardly had 
any comparable politi cal power unlike the situati on in the Israeli case.  On the other hand, 
there was almost no spontaneity in the constructi on of the Shrine of the Innocents despite 
the pain of the survivors, and all potenti al organic links to the monument was severed by its 
(dis)locati on. By the ti me it was materialized, the Shrine of the Innocents had merely become 
a politi cal project of the politi cal coaliti on in power and not a spontaneous local project over 
which the local community had any voice or control.  
 Among other well known and less controversial locati on-specifi c monuments are 
some of the Nazi concentrati on camps such as Dachau and Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland.  In 
these places, former Nazi concentrati on and death camps themselves became memorials to 
the Holocaust as a process as well as to individuals who perished in these camps. Auschwitz 
alone att racted 500,000 visitors each year.  But even then, these monuments also ran the 
risk of actually disappearing due to disrepair and lack of funds to maintain them (Weissberg 
1999: 49).  Nevertheless, despite these setbacks places such as Auschwitz and Dachau, as 
monuments, managed to generate a dynamic of their own which linked them to the world 
outside.  They became part of European and world history and not merely a painful aspect 
of recent Jewish history.  Moreover, they were not simply relics of the past, but also part of 
the conscience of the present as a consequence of regular formal visits, teaching of history 
in schools, publicized on-site remembrances and so on.
 In terms of the discussion above, I do not intend to argue that monuments by 
defi niti on have to be located in or in the immediate vicinity of a locality where a parti cular 
event that needs to be commemorated took place. Aft er all, many well-known Holocaust 
memorials themselves are located in sites far away from where the atrociti es actually took 
place.  In a sense, one could place Berlin’s Holocaust memorial in such a context. The problem 
here however is not simply that these memorials are not in places where actual mass killings 
of the Nazi terror took place, but because they are easy to forget and not noti ce as explained 
by Weissberg:

 Berlin’s Holocaust memorial is located on a traffi  c island.  Unlike any traffi  c 
sign however, it is not placed in direct view of any driver, or in a pedestrian’s 
path. Placed on a lawn, it stands sideways in front of the Witt enbergplatz 
subway stati on.  Modest and nonintrusive, it does not beg for att enti on; it 
keeps its proper distance from a stati on which, like many others, served 
to transport Jews to various collecti on places --- The Holocaust memorial 
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in Witt enbergplatz appears itself forgott en and forlorn, a mark in thin air 
(Weissberg 1999: 45-46).   

 It seems to me that as a result of the Shrine of the Innocents being dislocated from 
its specifi c locality and also due to aspects of its design, in practi cal terms, it has the same 
att ributes of non-intrusiveness as the Berlin memorial referred to above. While the Shrine of 
the Innocents is architecturally and visually quite unique from within, from the outside, from 
the street, much of that is obscured by the grassy mound that is one of its primary exterior 
identi fi cati on markers.  That is, it blends too well and comfortably into the surrounding natural 
landscape consisti ng of a small stream and an expanse of wetlands that has by now become 
a golf and recreati on area for the affl  uent.   In contrast, the small public park immediately 
adjacent to the monument is much more striking due to the rather obtrusive Coca Cola 
signs around it as well as due to the visibility of the white sculpture of mermaids that have 
been established near the stream.  In contrast to these, people who travel along the main 
road towards the parliament can easily miss the monument and yet noti ce the park with its 
aestheti cally questi onable Coca Cola signs and bathing mermaids.  
 In this sense, it seems to me that one of the immediate aims of this important 
monument is lost.  That is, it fails to register in the minds of the people the reality of extreme 
politi cal violence in the country's immediate past, simply by not being noti ced due to its rather 
too subtle architectural exterior.   For such a message to get through and for an individual 
to be interested, he would necessarily have to know about the monument and make the 
att empt to go inside.  The necessary invitati on to pause, and make the att empt to visit the 
monument is strikingly absent at the moment.  It seems to me that this lapse has come 
about as a result of the designer’s well established background in archaeology as well as a 
professional arti st.  In this context, he has looked at the monument merely from an arti sti c 
and archaeological perspecti ve and forgott en its essenti al monumental aspects. As such, 
this monument may be bett er described as an archaeologically informed work of art, rather 
than a monument in the strictest sense transmitti  ng a parti cular message. A recent essay on 
the Shrine for the Innocents has observed that the monument is not simply refl ecti ve of the 
designer’s background in art and archaeology, but that explanati ons of the monument are 
diffi  cult without him, and the designer “is the key informant, not the victi ms represented 
in the monument nor their parents (Bulankulame 2000: 6-7).  It is in this extended context, 
marked by a pronounced lack of knowledge on the discourse of monuments and dynamics 
of monuments that is so profound, that the project has not taken adequate noti ce of the 
necessity of visibility and curiosity.

Further Readings of the Shrine of the Innocents

I have already suggested that the lack of an organic link to the outside world is the central 
problem of this monument.  Its dislocati on from the site of the tragedy is only one reason for 
this outcome. Even in the present locati on, the design of the monument makes no att empts 
to ensure its visibility or link it to other aspects of life in the locality.  For example, in about 
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ten ad hoc visits to the monument over a period of one month at diff erent ti mes of the day in 
September 2000, I met no one within the premises.  I also met no one outside the premises 
who was interested in the monument.  But on most of these occasions, parti cularly in the 
evenings, there were many people in the adjacent small park as well as many others in the 
nearby reclaimed land playing cricket.  In additi on to the problem of the grassy mound that 
blends the monument into the landscape and makes it relati vely invisible, the design is 
straddled with a number of other problems as well.  The entrance to the monument is not 
from the main road.  To gain entry into it one has to gain access to the adjoining vacant and 
dusty land and go through a small gate.  The monument premises itself is enclosed by a rather 
uninviti ng fence of barbed wire, making it a rather uninviti ng place.  Even if people noti ce it, 
they are never sure whether it is permissible to go in or not.   
 It seems to me that to create an organic link with the monument that was in any case 
located out of context, it was necessary to make extra eff orts.  For instance, the existence of 
the monument should have ideally entered what can only be called the discourse on traffi  c.  
These are the recently installed large green luminous sign boards which appear above roads 
in Colombo and some suburbs.  They point motorists in diff erent directi ons – to specifi c 
towns, streets or other locati ons.  Those signs could have easily incorporated directi ons to 
the Shrine of the Innocents in the same way existi ng signs guide motorists in the directi on 
of the Parliament.  The monument in any case does not have any sign that is visible from 
the street proclaiming what it is. Its existence also has to enter into other discourses such as 
travel books and school texts.
 More importantly, a monument of this nature, with the important message 
and memories it proclaims to be carrying, should have been designed as part of a larger 
constellati on of acti viti es and things, taking into account the manner in which the people 
in the city and suburbs spend their leisure.  This is parti cularly important given its already 
established dislocati on.  By this I mean that the monument could have been designed as part 
of a park for which there is ample room in the vicinity and even greater need.  If that was the 
case, people who visited the park (which many people do anyway) may also have visited the 
monument.  In such a context, over ti me, a kind of organic link with the monument and the 
public that it currently lacks may have evolved. This is parti cularly important given the lack 
of visibility of the monument from the main road.
 In his speech, on the day the monument was opened to the public, its designer made 
the following wish:  “I hope that the parents of the disappeared and murdered children will 
develop a kind of ritualisti c relati onship with the memorial” (Weerasinghe 1999).  By this he 
meant that such people would make the site an object of pilgrimage and remembrance.  That 
is why there are provisions for off ering fl owers and embedded clay lamps that can be fi lled 
with oil and lit, quite similar to rituals in Buddhist temples.  But so far the fl ower altar and 
the lamps have been empty and dry.  It does not appear that anyone has yet made it a site 
of pilgrimage.  While talking about Euro-American nati onal memory, Noyes and Abrahams 
have noted that the most successful formulati ons of formalized nati onal memory are those 
that have incorporated pre-existi ng local performances (1999: 77).  It is in this context that 
they situate the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial “designed to provide a centralizing site for 
vernacular practi ces of grave visiti ng and decorati on” (Noyes & Abrahams 1999: 78).  
 It seems to me that the concept of the Shrine of the Innocents has misinterpreted 
the meaning of ritual and pilgrimage in the local context.  Parti cularly in the Sinhala Buddhist 
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context, pilgrimages were always religious.  In other words, they had something to do with the 
Buddha.  Main pilgrim centers were either places where the Buddha was supposed to have 
visited, where his relics were enshrined or locati ons important to local Buddhism for other 
historic or mythic reasons.  On the other hand, in the Sri Lankan Buddhist context there was 
hardly any grave visiti ng in the secular sense. Comparati vely few people built graves as there 
were other culturally acceptable ways of remembering the dead through rituals.  Cemeteries 
as sites associated with death were not considered auspicious places for the living to spend 
ti me in.  In such a context, it is very unlikely that the kind of ritual linkage that the designer 
of the monument anti cipated would naturally manifest.  Such a manifestati on would have 
to depend on a serious epistemic break in the way pilgrimages and acts of remembering the 
dead are defi ned and practi ced within the ritual and popular discourse among the Sinhalas 
in parti cular and Sri Lankans in general.  Such an epistemic break is unlikely to take place 
without a major interventi on, at a large scale and nati onal level.  Such an interventi on cannot 
be accidental; it will have to be by design. 
 It is then in this context that I would like to briefl y explore the concept of 'calendar 
custom' and its applicability in reading the future, if not the present of the Shrine of the 
Innocents.  Talking of calendar customs in the European context, Noyes and Abrahams notes 
that:
 

This body of observances repeated from year to year on a given date in a given 
place consti tutes a specifi c form of European collecti ve memory: memory of 
the collecti ve. Calendar customs are powerful sensory experiences undergone 
in common, consensual in both the usual sense and the etymological one; 
felt together (1999: 79)

 If one takes the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial in Washington DC, its rather dynamic 
and organic link to the society outside is not only a consequence of the politi cal power of the 
initi ators of the monument and the spontaneous support it received from many secti ons of 
American society, but also because the memorial is incorporated within the idea of calendar 
custom.  Clearly, thousands of people who had nothing to do with the Vietnam war visit the 
memorial as tourists because it is incorporated within the travel discourse as well as the city’s 
traffi  c discourse.  Others, who lost kin and friends in that war also visit the memorial on the 
days these individuals lost their lives, on their birth days or simply on days when the living 
are free to visit.  At the same 

ti me, many more visit the monument on specifi ed days such as the Veterans’ Day which the 
American state has recognized in its offi  cial calendar.  That gives the monument recogniti on, 
validity and visibility at the level of nati onal politi cs of that country, while it also allows for 
people from diff erent parts of the country who have been part of the Vietnam experience 
to congregate at the site on that parti cular day to remember those they have lost and to 
meet others who survived.   In this process of calendar custom, the individual memories and 
experiences of many individuals have been transformed into the more elaborated and invented 
traditi ons of the nati on or the state.  In the words of Noyes and Abrahams, “the calendar 
custom creates the collecti vity as an objecti ve enti ty that can be remembered” (1999: 80).
 It seems to me that one of the realisti c ways in which to incorporate the Shrine of 
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the Innocents within the lives of the people in its locality and others who visit the area as 
well as those who live in far away places who have been inti mately touched by the pain of 
politi cal violence, would be to incorporate it within the noti on of calendar custom.  In other 
words, the Shrine of the Innocents needs a highly publicized purpose and a set of invented 
rituals at the nati onal level.  For instance, if there is a state declared day for the innocents, 
within which the dynamics of the monument could be reorganized, over ti me, the initi al 
hope of the designer of the monument may yet be realized.  At such a moment, perhaps the 
parents and others who have felt the pain of politi cal violence may feel an obligati on to visit 
the monument and feel its meaning and purpose as a collecti ve.

Concluding Comments

In concluding my reading of the Shrine of the Innocents I would like to focus on one key point in 
additi on to the issues I have already placed in context.  This has to do with the transformati on 
of the monument from the emoti onal wish of a group of aggrieved parents to a politi cal project 
designed to cater to the specifi c politi cal agenda of a series of power players.  It is in the 
context of this transformati on that the monument has ceased to be a monument with public 
recogniti on and emoti onal att achment, and has become the residue of a politi cal agenda that 
itself is forgott en by now. It was also in this context that the wish for a simple monument in 
the aggrieved people’s own locality was transformed into an elaborate and highly symbolic 
interpretati ve work of art located near the nati onal parliament.  
 It was in this extended context that the project was fi nanced with only a government 
grant where there was no other att empts to establish a fund with contributi ons from the 
private sector or concerned citi zens that would have ensured wider public parti cipati on, 
ownership and emoti onal linkage to the monument.  It seems to me that the premature 
opening of the monument just prior to the presidenti al electi on in 1999 is also indicati ve of 
the cynicism with which power players had transformed the idea of the monument into a 
politi cal project.  
 As it is, in practi cal terms, the monument is more a shrine to the realiti es of power 
play in contemporary Sri Lankan politi cs than a memorial for victi ms of politi cal violence.  This 
is parti cularly the case in a situati on, where its future physical survival, ideological directi on 
and popular ownership have not yet been decided. Currently, the monument is neglected 
without anybody or any insti tuti on taking regular care to clean the premises or water the 
grass.  In legal terms, though supposedly completed, it is sti ll an incomplete work site of the 
State Engineering Corporati on.  By 2007, the reclaimed land around the monument which 
many believed would be converted into a park and football fi eld had become massive privately 
owned golf course and hotel and restaurant complex through a shady land deal initi ated by 
the same government that also sponsored the monument. This means that the potenti al 
for public access to the wider area in which the monument is loacted has been eff ecti vely 
blocked.  
 The future and objecti ves of the monument, in the sense arti culated by its designer 
in late 1999 can only be realized if the monument would be incorporated within the daily 
acti viti es of the people in the vicinity as well as in terms of the rituals of a calendar custom 
at the nati onal level. To achieve these ends, it would also need a committ ed agency to look 
into its routi ne acti viti es and needs, which will be able to look beyond short term politi cal 
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goals of power players. For the moment, rather than a monument for the disappeared, it the 
Shrine of the Innocents has become a monument that has eff ecti vely disappeard from public 
memory and consciousness.
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