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The Other Gallipoli: The Australian National Memorial at Villers-Bretonneux, France 

 

Why “the other Gallipoli”? 

We preface the title of our paper by referring to the Australian National Memorial at Villers-

Bretonneux as “the other Gallipoli”. What we hoped to invoke with the title is the idea of 

Villers-Bretonneux as the rightful heir to the throne of Australia’s memory and 

commemoration of the First World War. Whether through accidents of history or great 

achievements in memory-making, Gallipoli has become immortalised as the locum of the 

legend, concept or spirit of Anzac. In this paper we show that this does not meet with the 

intention set forth by Australia’s political and military leaders from the age of the First World 

War and its immediate aftermath. 

 

That this intention was eclipsed by the public’s interest in Gallipoli over the course of the 20th 

century is one of many conundrums faced in assessing the significance of the Australian 

National Memorial at Villers-Bretonneux. In grappling with this and other incongruous 

aspects of the significance of the place, the authors have developed some ideas about 

commemorative sites in general, which we submit here for further debate by the heritage 

community. 

 

This enquiry occurs within a number of broader contexts – primarily the enormous popular 

interest in Anzac, such as that experienced in the build-up to the Centenary. Serious academic 

interest is turning to analysing every possible aspect of Australia’s experiences in the First 

World War and its aftermath. Another layer of interest is the mooted world heritage 

nomination (jointly by France and Belgium) of First World War sites on the Western Front, 

including the memorial at Villers-Bretonneux. Finally, there is considerable public and media 
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interest in the commemoration of the First World War. In short, it is a period of greatly 

heightened awareness of the Memorial. 

 

The Australian War Memorial at Villers-Bretonneux, France (Hector Abrahams) 

 

Brief history of the Memorial 

The town of Villers-Bretonneux was liberated from German occupation by two Australian 

brigades in a widely-lauded overnight action on 24-25 April 1918 which contributed to 

ending the German Spring offensive and ensured the defence of Amiens. A low hill to the 

north of the town, labeled Hill 104 on wartime maps, was a strategic location in the advance 

around Villers-Bretonneux. The crest of this hill was identified as a suitable site for a national 

memorial within months of the 11 November 1918 Armistice. Remaining in Europe after the 

war was Lieut. Gen. Sir J.J. Talbot Hobbs (1864-1938), who had commanded the 5th Division 

during the war and planned the manoeuvre at Villers-Bretonneux. As the highest-ranking 

member of the Australian military in Europe following the war, Hobbs had the ear of Prime 

Minister W. M. “Billy” Hughes (1862-1952) during his attendance at the Paris peace 
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conference in 1919. Together, Hughes and Hobbs developed a vision for a national memorial 

to be located on ten acres on Hill 104. 

 

Australia announced its desire to locate a national memorial at Villers-Bretonneux at the 

second meeting of the Battlefield Memorials Committee. (This committee had been 

established at the end of the war to co-ordinate the claims of the many military units for 

memorials at significant battle grounds.)  As soon as the Committee approved the national 

memorial site in principle, Billy Hughes cabled his cabinet outlining the basis for the 

memorial, its appearance, materials and the manner of selecting its design:   

National and divisional war memorials. Pearce, General Hobbs and I had conference 

last Saturday and agreed upon the following, subject to cabinet approval:- 1. National 

memorial to be erected VB on site about ten acres, if so much can be obtained. 

Memorial to be worthy of our Great soldiers, their sacrifice, heroism, endurance, 

decisive battles fought in neighbourhood, and throughout every theatre of war, and of 

Australia, the country for which our dear boys fought and died. This memorial will 

stand through this and future generations as monument of Australian soldiers and of 

Australia. It must be worthy of both. It is to be designed by Australians in open 

competition, built wholly of Australian marble, trachyte, timber etc. It must be artistic, 

inspiring, enduring. It will cost about 100,000. A committee composed of Hobbs, 

McKennal and one other will draft preliminary conditions of competitive designs and 

select one French architect, one British member of Institute of British architects, and 

one Australian architect, who will in turn select one French artist sculptor architect to 

act as sole judge of designs. (Cablegram Hughes to Cabinet 30th April 1919, NAA: 

A461, H370/1/15 PART 1) 
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Although it was to be another six years before the memorial design competition was finally 

opened, this concept outlined by Hughes in 1919 was re-iterated in the terms of the 

competition. Indeed, the concept was tested. A temporary observation tower at the apex of 

Hill 104 which Hobbs ordered to be constructed in May 1919 still remained at the site in 

December 1925 when the design competition was announced. A plan indicating the site levels 

and boundary included the footprint of the structure and labeled it ‘observation tower’. In 

addition, the competition conditions strongly suggested the memorial take the form of an 

observation tower:  

11. It is desirable that competitors who may not have seen the site should know that in 

the opinion of those responsible for its acquisition the monument should provide means 

for visitors to view the surroundings from as high an elevation as cost and other 

conditions will permit. (Australia. Dept. of Defence 1925: n.p.) 

 

The 33 entries in the design competition were described by General Hobbs as 

“disappointing”, and the winning design by William Lucas, who qualified to enter the 

competition by virtue of his son’s enlistment with the Royal Irish Rifles, had a politely 

lukewarm response from the architectural press, while privately expressed opinions were less 

favourable overall. 

 

The working drawings were completed in 1928, but the necessary consent of the French 

government was delayed until April 1929. By the end of the year, the economic depression 

and a change of government in Australia meant that the expenditure of £100,000 on a war 

memorial became ever less likely. In December 1931, the government officially informed 

William Lucas that it had decided not to proceed with his design. 
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It was the Imperial (later Commonwealth) War Graves Commission which eventually built 

the Memorial in 1938, to the design of the celebrated English architect, Edwin Lutyens. 

Historical references to the Memorial have tended to focus on the injustice of the Australian 

architect William Lucas being supplanted by the outsider Lutyens. However, this focus hides 

the more important fact, which is that, strikingly, Billy Hughes’ 1919 concept was carried 

through, and even imposed upon, Lutyens’ design. The Australian response to Lutyens’ first 

submitted design, which consisted of four loggias connected by raised walkway, was to 

politely ask for a tower: 

It is suggested therefore for consideration by Sir E. Lutyens that an amended design be 

prepared featuring a tower providing a means of viewing the surrounding country from 

a height of approximately 75 feet above the natural surface and a stairway access 

thereto. (Memorandum, Dept. of Defence to Official Secretary, Australian High 

Commission, 9th September 1935, NAA: A461, H370/1/15 PART 2) 

 

The memorandum went so far as to enclose a sketch by General Hobbs for Lutyens’ 

consideration, and the revised design duly included a central tower.  

 

The Memorial was officially opened by the King on 22 July 1938. It was the last of the 

national First World War memorials to be constructed on the Western Front, and the last of 

the Imperial War Graves Commission’s memorials to the missing, with nearly 11,000 

Australian missing individually named on the Memorials walls. 
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View of the Australian National Memorial from within the Villers-Bretonneux Military Cemetery (Hector 

Abrahams) 

 

Understanding the place 

The Memorial is an interesting example of a place where the physical fabric has a separate 

significance of its own, apart from the overall meaning or use of the place. 

 

It is not too much to say that Lutyens’ work defined the monumental public architecture of 

commemoration of the British Empire, in particular his post-First World War work for the 

Imperial War Graves Commission. This phase of his career followed his widespread but 

unheralded success as a country house architect in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In 

1910 his practice broke into the sphere of public buildings for the kingdom, with the British 
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Pavilion designed for the International Exhibition of Rome in 1910. His design brief was to 

reproduce the west transcept elevation of Christopher Wren’s St Paul’s Cathedral. He 

skillfully reconciled this to the site by designing an impressive ascent route, like an imperial 

staircase, dividing at the base and rejoining at upper landings. The siting ingeniously 

presented Wren’s elevation in a similar elevation above the Via Antonio Gramsci in Rome as 

St Paul’s is above St Paul’s Church Yard Street. In short, his talent for procession, siting and 

classical architecture was let loose. 

 

Of particular use in understanding Lutyens’ completed commemorative oeuvre was the 

outstanding typological study by the Dutch architect Jeroen Geurst. His 2010 work, 

Cemeteries of the Great War by Sir Edwin Lutyens assessed every cemetery and memorial 

designed by Lutyens. Geurst’s understanding of the levels of meaning applicable to Lutyens’ 

architecture guided us in locating the levels of meaning and ancient references embodied in 

the Villers-Bretonneux memorial.  

 

Lutyens was like a liturgist, in that he deliberately set about to construct processional and 

associative meaning in his architecture. For instance, for the entry pavilions at Villers-

Bretonneux, he used a tetrapylon typology in order to project meaning across a vast 

landscape. This type was used by the ancient Romans at intersections of roads in order to 

impose control over access, movement of people and goods, and tax.  
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Tetrapylon entry pavilion at the Villers-Bretonneux Military Cemetery (Hector Abrahams)  

 

Geurst has identified this design as being based on the ancient tetrapylon of Aphrodisias, built 

200AD (Geurst 2010: 84). The paired pavilions are among the largest and most architecturally 

complex to be built on any of the cemeteries erected by the commission. Their design is a 

development on that of Lutyens’ first public memorial, the Rand Regiment Memorial in 

Johannesburg, built 1910 (since 1999 called the Anglo-Boer War Memorial).  At Villers-

Bretonneux the form of the Rand Memorial is developed by the interpenetration of a second 

form, most obvious in the half cube with pyramid roof set on top of the gabled roof of the 

pavilion. The presence of the square form is worked down through the form of the main 

pavilion, announced strongly in a pair of projecting aediculae on each face and in the square 

pad on which the pavilion sits. Lutyens has harmonised a Palladian quadriform and a 

tetrapylon in one composition.  

 

Villers-Bretonneux is a sophisticated work of Imperial architecture by an architect who is 

otherwise unrepresented in Australia. As much as we might want it to be a solely Australian 
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site, it is not. When we dropped our partisanship we were able to understand the Australian 

National Memorial more broadly as a symbol of remembrance for the historic entity of the 

British Empire. 

 

The changing significance of the Memorial 

Commemorative practice makes use of the physical fabric to invest meaning to a site: in this 

case as the place of collective significance for the Australian memory of the Western Front. 

Because commemorative practice is ongoing, it follows that significance undergoes a process 

of change. 

 

As commemorative practices which have been carried out on the site since 1929 were 

examined, it became apparent that that significance has changed intermittently, even as 

recently as 2008. The first official Dawn Service to be observed at the Australian National 

Memorial was organised by the Australian government in 2008 to mark the 90th anniversary 

of the battle of Villers-Bretonneux. The fresh decision to again observe the Dawn Service at 

the Memorial in 2009 indicated what was to become a new annual tradition for the site. In this 

case, examining the very recent history of the site unveiled another ‘focal length’ of the 

significance. 

 

An earlier turning point in the evolving significance of the Memorial occurred in 1993 in the 

wake of ceremonies surrounding Prime Minister Bob Hawke’s 1990 visit to Gallipoli to 

observe the 75th anniversary of the landing at Anzac Cove, which fueled a resurgence of 

interest in the First World War which was largely focused on the Gallipoli campaign. 

Attention turned to the Western Front in 1993, when Prime Minister Paul Keating visited 

Villers-Bretonneux. The Memorial then played an important symbolic role in the ceremonies 

surrounding Australia’s Unknown Soldier. The body of the soldier was disinterred from a plot 
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at Adelaide Cemetery near Villers-Bretonneux. The soldier’s name is most likely among 

those commemorated on the walls of the Australian National Memorial. The remains were 

placed in a casket made from Tasmanian Blackwood which was received officially by a six-

person tri-service ceremonial guard led by Major Warren Young and Warrant Officer M A 

Caughey on 2 November 1993 at the Australian National Memorial. Following ceremonies at 

key memorial sites, including Tyne Cot, Menin Gate and Polygon Wood, the casket returned 

to the ANM and was guarded in catafalque vigil redolent of ancient wartime ritual through the 

evening of 4 November. It was then flown to Sydney on a Qantas flight, Spirit of 

Remembrance, and thence to Canberra on a RAAF Hercules. The casket was laid at the Old 

Parliament House for viewing by the public. The body was reinterred in the Hall of Memory 

at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra on 11 November 1993, in the presence of the 

Governor General, Prime Minister, Leader of the Opposition, and the six State Premiers. This 

seminal event has infused the Villers-Bretonneux site into Australian Anzac imaginings. 

 

  

2006 Anzac Day ceremony at the Australian National Memorial (Hector Abrahams)  
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The earliest evolutionary step in the changing significance of the Memorial occurred in the 

aftermath of the Second World War. Within two years of the Memorial’s official opening, it 

was again the scene of fierce fighting between the Germans and the French (who had 

reputedly positioned a gun in the observation room at the top of the tower). The memorial 

suffered a great deal of damage to the tower and the walls carrying the inscribed names of the 

missing. The cemetery was also damaged. In a highly conservation-minded decision, evidence 

of the damage from German shelling was retained, while the remainder of the site was 

repaired to as-new condition. And to top it off, a plaque was added to the tower 

commemorating the repairs and drawing attention to the retained evidence of damage. 

 

Memorials are not neutral. They memorialise something about which attitudes are diverse. 

This continues to be played out on the site at Villers-Bretonneux, and the significance will 

continue to change. 

 

Some conclusions about commemorative sites generally 

The following conclusions have been extrapolated from our experience in understanding the 

Villers-Bretonneux memorial. We hypothesise that these conclusions apply to all 

commemorative sites, regardless of the subject of commemoration. We would be interested in 

furthering a discussion of these conclusions with other practitioners working with 

commemorative sites. 

 

The significance of all commemorative sites changes. Heritage practitioners like to ascribe 

significance to a place and use that as the fixed point from which to draw conservation 

objectives. Commemorative sites challenge this practice by evolving in their use and by 

extension in their significance. Such change may occur with changing practices of 

observation or ceremony, or even through changing minor aspects such as the time of day an 
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observation occurs. The significance can also be changed deliberately by imposing new ways 

of observing commemorative occasions.  

 

The motivation for all commemorative sites is remembrance, which is captured by the 

Burra Charter definition of interpretation. It is therefore unnecessary and redundant 

(perhaps detrimental) to introduce contemporary interpretive devices. If a commemorative 

site appears to be misunderstood, it is more perspicacious to modify the existing use, or to 

introduce a new use. 

 

Conservation policies must allow fluidity of commemorative practice in order to allow the 

site to remain meaningful. How practices can evolve while retaining respect for the subject of 

the commemoration is probably a question of engaging change at a cultural or societal level, 

but the heritage field has a duty in giving informed guidance. For example, guidance is 

needed in the public debate over the use of the Anzac theme in commercial product 

marketing, in understanding the historic intent of symbols, and in how sites are interpreted 

and ceremonial practice is understood. 

 

Unlike Gallipoli, where formal commemorative interventions have followed public sentiment, 

Villers-Bretonneux as a commemorative site has been constructed deliberately via formal 

Australian government actions since 1919. Nonetheless, it is particularly important with 

commemorative sites to look at their recent history in order to fully inform the significance. 

That is, the significance does not necessarily rest with the oldest or most intact fabric, nor 

does it rest solely in the intangible areas of community or social esteem. The significance is 

located at the intersection of the fabric and the use. 
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