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Abstract
Scholarly debates concerning the cultural legacies of the First World War have centred on a distinction between “Modern Memory” and “Tradition.” The present paper seeks to extend the tradition approach – until now focused primarily on mourning and the mediation of bereavement – through an exploration of the importance of triumphalism, the public memory of victory and military supremacy, in Australian commemoration during the inter-war years. It shows that far from being destroyed by the war, as modern memory scholars assert, warrior traditions remained vital after the war, providing one of the two primary foundations of the principal Australian war myth, the Anzac Legend, in concert with sacrificialism, the public memory of death, which has been widely explored by tradition scholars. It demonstrates these two apparently contradictory themes were organically combined in the public rhetoric surrounding Anzac Day, the principal commemorative day, in the Australian War Memorial, the national monument to the war dead, and in local war memorials, sites of ritual and rhetoric. 

The paper argues that Australian interwar commemoration was strongly traditional, that it embraced triumphalism and sacrificialism, and that our vision of which traditions remained important after the war in Western nations, and why, must be expanded to provide a more complete understanding of the multiple and often contradictory responses elicited by the shattering experience of the First World War. 

Introduction

Debates surrounding the cultural legacies of the First World War have turned on a distinction between so-called “modern memory” – emphasising ruptures, failures, fear, horror and irony – and “tradition,” focused on continuity, healing, acceptance of death, and a reassertion of meaning in the war experience.
 In studies of Australian responses to the war, tradition has been the key approach, with scholars focusing on how mourning traditions helped the bereaved deal with loss.
 

Public memories are never absolute, however, but are contingent on the agency of those who express them, and are inherently fluid. They encapsulate a wide range of views, some apparently contradictory and others truly so, and, within limits of underlying social realities and what Michael Schudson calls “the structure of available pasts,” change as the pre-occupations of those who expound them change.

Keeping these fundamentals of theory in mind, and recognising the vital contribution of  traditional mourning responses to the shaping of commemoration, this paper seeks to expand the tradition approach through an examination of the importance of another form of tradition – triumphalism, the public memory of victory and military supremacy, which was in fact dominant in Australian public memory of the war during the inter-war period. 

In so doing, it supports the prevailing historiographical trend towards favouring the tradition approach as the most appropriate to Australian post-war commemoration, arguing that cultural continuities were far more important than disjunctions. Crucially, it argues that one of the most important continuities was the adaptation to Australian experience of the imaginative and symbolic vocabulary of Western warrior traditions, especially of what I call “martial nationalism,” a pre-war European nationalist ideology insisting that true national history was founded on successful military actions and the national mettle proved by victory in battle.
 
The persistence of such images and ideas provides significant support to the tradition approach. One of the key claims of modern memory scholars is that, in Paul Fussell’s words, the conditions of the war meant that it could not be “understood in traditional terms” or “talked about as if it were one of the conventional wars of history.” 
 However, just such traditional terms, including images of chivalrous heroic warriors mastering the battlefield and the enemy, were used to understand the war in Australia in the inter-war period, especially the 1920s, forming a vital part of national public memories in Anzac and Armistice Day speeches and writings, the displays of the national war memorial, and in local war memorials. 

The key agents of triumphalism were a loosely allied group of politicians, returned officers and clergy who, in the main, had also controlled the war effort, along with their associates in the mainstream press.
 They were able to gain control of commemorative arenas, where their rhetoric organically combined triumphalism and sacrificialism – that memory of death which has been the customary focus of scholars of tradition.
 They found considerable popular support for their commemorative approach, with these rituals and exhibitions being attended in significant numbers – three million people, for example, out of a population of twice that number, visited the inter-war displays of the Memorial. 
 

Their fundamental message was of “a world set free at a great price,” to quote The Brisbane Courier from 1928.
 Australians had taken a significant part in a great victory, destroying Prussian-German militarism, which had threatened to end freedom everywhere.
 Many had died, many had suffered, but the young nation of Australia had been tested, endured a terrible ordeal, and triumphed. In doing so, it had earned, in Prime Minister William Morris Hughes’s phrase, “a niche in the temple of the immortals.”
 This message, linking the victorious actions of soldiers with national identity, was strongly martial nationalist. 

Triumphalism, then, was a form of tradition which certain nationalists, principally conservative “Imperial loyalists,” mobilised through narratives ending in Australian victory and through the display of trophies – weapons and equipment taken from vanquished enemies – to create a strident, confident and fierce Australian national foundation myth and national history to compete with European myths and histories on the same martial ground they had been created on.
 It was a form of tradition, moreover, that had considerable popular appeal in Australia. 
Triumphalism had a profound impact on the inter-war years, and on the national identity that arose during them. Although celebration of victories such as the Battles of Mont St Quentin or Amiens fell away toward the end of the 1930s, as the international situation worsened, the concept that the typical Australian was a magnificent (male) warrior who could sweep all before him survived for many years, attested to in part by the difficulties of Second World War POWs and Vietnam veterans in finding a place at the table of Australian martial manhood.
 

This paper proceeds through an exploration of Anzac Day rhetoric in Brisbane, the Australian War Memorial in Melbourne and Sydney, and local war memorials throughout the country.
 

Anzac Day in Brisbane: Narrative Commemoration

On Anzac Day, triumphal narratives were widely used in speeches and writings. Losses were acknowledged, but the final triumph justified and redeemed them. Strikingly, Gallipoli was portrayed as a military victory, not a defeat. The Mayor of Brisbane, Alderman Harry Diddams,  provided an example was in 1923. Diddams was a key player in the Anzac Day Commemoration Committee which obtained and exercised control over the day in Brisbane and had claims to having invented the rituals for the whole country.
 Diddams offered a comprehensive narrative of the Australian Imperial Force’s (or AIF's) war experience which was typical in its triumphal tone. 

His account of Gallipoli included the Anzacs “scaling the cliffs … faltering not for a moment, driving the enemy before them … establishing themselves in the trenches of the enemy … fighting and withstanding all the assaults.”
 The campaign ended not in defeat but in “the memorable evacuation.” Diddams then followed the troops to France, where he envisioned the Anzacs “springing over the parapet,” and “scattering desolation and destruction among the relentless enemy.” Finally, he saw them “invincible, breaking through the German lines, ” and finished with a quotation from a tribute to the Anzacs in which Marshal Ferdinand Foch, Generalissimo of the Allied forces in 1918, praised them for saving France.
 

The assertion that Gallipoli was a victory arose from focussing on the first day, on the storming of the cliffs and the establishment of a trench line from which the Anzacs could not be budged. The failure to ever reach the first day’s actual objectives was quietly forgotten. The nationalist implications of this focus were that the martial virtues taken to have been exhibited on that first day at Gallipoli – courage, initiative, ferocity, determination, the will to conquer – became the basis for a national foundation myth, the Anzac Legend. 
The Australian War Memorial in the Interwar Period

The national war memorial, known from 1925 as the Australian War Memorial and consisting of museum exhibitions first in Melbourne and then in Sydney from 1922 to 1935, embodied considerable triumphalism from its inception.
 It was conceived by Australian Official War Correspondent and Historian C.E.W. Bean as an institution that would undertake martial nationalist education, creating in his own words “the most prominent traditions” of the Australian nation.
 This would mean that, in the words of the Memorial’s motto, the fame of the dead would survive, to be remembered by posterity.
 As Bean further explained in the foreword of his guide to the exhibitions, the Memorial would principally remember the dead – and in fact, the whole AIF – in displays which showed the Australian soldier as “‘the greatest individual fighter in the war.’”
 In other words, the Memorial would remember the AIF as magnificent and victorious warriors, who would be held up to the young as exemplars of Australian character. 

The contribution of the Memorial to Australian commemoration has been underestimated. Its displays provided the largest free, extensive and detailed narratives of the Australian overseas war experience available to the public. It was popular, and held the objects on which the Anzac Legend was physically grounded, and through these forged a unique link between the deeds of the AIF and the nation.
 In short, it stood in the centre of mainstream commemoration, and its message of heroic struggle, suffering and victory was entirely typical, as was the intention to use this, together with trophies, to create a new tradition for the nation. 

Narratives

The Memorial presented a full history of the Australian overseas war experience, from the occupation of the German Pacific Islands to the final battles against the Hindenburg Line in 1918.
 This story portrayed test, ordeal and triumph. These themes corresponded to Gallipoli, the Western Front and the Middle East in 1916 and 1917, and the victories in France and Palestine in 1918. 

As the Australian victory at Mont St Quentin in August 1918 was the AIF’s greatest victory, in terms both of its importance to the war effort and the traditional heroic element of its achievement, its story was the main climax of the Memorial’s war history. Under the title “The Single Finest Feat of the War,” the label for the “France 1918” plan model, or raised map, described not just “the first wonderful assault” by the 5th Brigade, but also “their magnificent defence when beaten back” by a counter-attack. The Australians held the counter-attack, then sent the reinforcing 6th Brigade in to finish off the enemy. As the label put it, “the Huns fought to the last and the bodies of their dead littered the hillside.”
 Such stories of heroic victory over a powerful enemy would form the basis of the fame of the Australian soldier. 

Trophies

The Memorial also included considerable display of trophies, which, according to Bean’s guidebook, were “emblems” of the “splendid qualities” which made the Australian soldier such a great fighter.
 Being symbols of martial supremacy, they were often accompanied by labels which underlined the fact that they had been taken from vanquished enemies. 

For instance, a cigar case was stated to have been “Taken From a Fritz Killed at Chipilly [on the Somme River] on the 9th August [1918].”
 Supporting this display was one of several cups, taken during what its label referred to as “A Fine Little Stunt,” successful because it had seen the “killing [of] a number of Huns” and “the capture of machine guns and prisoners.” 

In the same vein was a display of shoulder-straps, labelled “Huns We Have Met.”
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Showcase 28: “Huns We Have Met,” Australian War Memorial, 1922. 

Source: The Relics and Records of Australia’s Effort in the Defence of the Empire, 1914-1918, [Australian War Memorial Guidebook], 1st edn., September 1922, p.37.

Trophies physically grounded the claims being made that Australians were superior warriors, and therefore were central to the creation of a new national history based on success in a major international war. 

Killing

It was but a small leap from displaying trophies and celebrating killing to showing the bodies of the vanquished, and the Memorial had a small yet significant number of such displays. The label of one key image affirmed that it depicted “the fiercely contested ground won from the enemy in the Australian attack of 4th July, 1918,” and, “the bodies of two dead German machine gunners bayoneted during the fighting.”
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“Between Pear Trench and Hamel.” 

Source: Australian War Memorial. Photograph E02704. 

German blood confirmed the triumphal national story. No greater or more ruthless testament to Australian strength of arms could be offered. 

Local War memorials

In local war memorials, triumphalism was the initial message, as trophies were set up free of charge as the first memorials. Close to 6,000 field guns, mortars and machine guns were distributed by the staff of the Memorial to over 3,500 municipalities, with a view to their being displayed in public space.
 The guns aroused strong emotional attachments, with the Sydney Morning Herald claiming in 1928 that they were “the last gifts of fallen soldiers themselves to their country,” while many municipalities complained that their allocation was unworthy of their war efforts and clamoured for more.
 The Governor-General, unveiling a trophy at Brisbane Grammar School in 1921, exemplified the complex of ideas commonly connected to trophies, asserting that the gun “stood as an emblem of victory, won in the most stupendous struggle the world had ever seen,” evoking the key martial nationalist point of historically-important victory won by the nation’s soldiers, and would remind students not only of victory won, but of the Imperial loyalty of Australians, their determination and courage, and their spirit of service. He told them to “honour the gun.” 
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The Governor-General unveiling Škoda field gun, Brisbane Grammar School, 11 August 1921

Source: Australian War Memorial Collections Database. cas.awm.gov.au. Photograph H17547. 

The trophies, symbolising and offering proof of Australian military supremacy, were later joined by more expensive, and more sacrificialist, symbolic architecture, and remained integral parts of commemorative services on Anzac Day and Armistice Day for many years.
 For example, the memorial at Enfield, New South Wales, incorporated a howitzer, while the Anzac Day rituals at Boonah, Queensland, were conducted in the presence of a field gun.
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Memorial, Enfield, New South Wales, unveiled 11 November1923. 

Source: Australian War Memorial Collections Database. cas.awm.gov.au. Photograph H17933. 
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Anzac Day 1924, Boonah, Queensland 
Source: State Library of Queensland. Photograph ba1560.
The Sydney Morning Herald reported that on Armistice Day 1922, in the suburb of Matraville, near Botany Bay, “a group of people gathered around the German gun, which had been draped with Union Jack flags, “ for a short service.”
 Triumphalism was, then, vital to local war memorials from 1919, and resonated strongly with many Australians. 

The Decline and Legacy of Triumphalism 

The popularity of triumphal commemoration was dependent on the perception that the victories of 1918 had created a better world. Throughout the 1920s, this belief remained strong, but the rise of Hitler and the aggression of Japan led many to reassess the value of the victories, and towards the end of the 1930s narratives began to be dropped from commemorative rhetoric, and triumphalism faded from dominance.

Nevertheless, the effects of the inter-war preoccupation with triumphalism on definitions of national identity were profound. The Australian soldier, as the embodiment of Bean’s “splendid qualities,” became the rhetorical link between victory and identity, and the model of who an Australian was: a man (of course) who could defeat powerful enemies, who was brave, strong, and “terrible in aspect.” In short, a mighty traditional hero. This was the model of an Australian. 

Significantly, triumphal commemoration elevated violence to a high station. The Anzac Legend, and the national identity it embodied, were indeed based on blood sacrifice, as has been widely argued by scholars, but it was of two kinds – sacrifice of Australian blood at the hands of enemies, and of enemy blood at the hands of Australians.
 

Conclusion

Triumphalism, then, was a significant factor in commemoration throughout the 1920s and well into the 1930s. It was seen in the National War Memorial, local war memorials, and the rhetoric of ritual commemorative days. It was a principal theme of the Anzac Legend, and thereby imbued Australian national identity with the ideology of martial nationalism – the belief that war created nations, and successful war displayed the nation’s mettle.

Triumphalism was combined organically with sacrificialism, reflecting the multiform characteristics of Australian responses to the war. Many Australians saw the war as having revealed martial nationalist virtues in their soldiers, and used that tradition’s commemorative vocabulary to fashion a new Australian tradition, based on military success. Simultaneously, many Australians were deeply wounded by the enormous losses of the war, and grieved for their dead; they used the commemorative vocabulary of mourning traditions to help them heal. 

These two seemingly contradictory developments – ferocious glorification of the annihilation of powerful enemies, and solemn mourning for the death of loved ones – sat side by side, and were often seen on the same commemorative platforms. Local war memorials – part sacrificial symbolic architecture, part captured enemy howitzer – are a signal example of this. Australians reconciled the various themes that adorned their commemorative spaces and practices through the dominant nationalist interpretations of the war which argued that the dead had not died in vain, but had helped save civilisation, proved the nation’s mettle, and created a national history and tradition to compete with those of great European nations. 

Recognition of the importance of triumphalism and its organic relationship with sacrificialism in public memory reinforces the prevailing historiographical trend to see tradition as far more important in Australian public memories of the First World War than the anti-war concepts of modern memory. Such a recognition, however, challenges the current preoccupation with mourning, leading to an enlarged vision of the cultural legacies of the war, and to a realisation that our explanatory models of the aftermath of the war must be expanded, deepened, and made more subtle, to incorporate the range of cultural and social legacies of the war, from triumphalism to sacrificialism, which made the inter-war years a time of transition in cultural and social history. 

Explanatory models integrating public and private, triumphal and sacrificial in the cultural legacies of the First World War in Australia must be further developed, accepting that the nature of those legacies was multiform, fractured and contradictory, that horror, brutalisation, anger, acceptance, a fierce pride in the ability to kill and defeat enemies and numbing grief at the death of loved ones were all typical reactions to the shattering experience of the first industrial war. By embracing the contradictory, we will better embrace the spirit of those turbulent times.

Craig Melrose

The University of Queensland
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