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The Menin Road, 
Paul Nash © IWM

Popular memory of the war in Britain 
and throughout the British Empire was 
profoundly influenced by the soldiers’ 
experiences of the Ypres Salient. It 
permeated visual culture, and shaped 
artistic and literary responses to the 
war. Depictions of the Third Battle of 
Ypres, and the shattered fields around 
Passchendaele, helped to cement the 
struggle as – in the words of British artist 
Wyndham Lewis – ‘an epic of mud.’

Much of the most famous wartime 
photography was captured during  
the battle, and delivered to the public  
through the newspapers. John Warwick 
Brooke’s image of a group of men 
struggling with a stretcher in knee-
deep mud appeared in the Daily Mirror 
under the headline ‘That Eternal Mud 
– Flanders: One Vast Quagmire.’ Among 
the government-sponsored photographers 
present were those from the Dominions, 
such as the Canadian William Rider-
Rider, and Australian Frank Hurley. 
Local photographers documented a 
different side of the war. Maurice and 
Robert Antony had photographed Ypres 
in peacetime, but returned to record the 
destruction of the city and the devastation 
in the aftermath of the conflict.

Many small, modest illustrations and 
drawings were created by those who 
fought at Third Ypres, often in personal 
books or letters. Others were created 
later, such as Otto Dix’s painting Flanders, 
which depicts German soldiers sinking 
into the mire. The British government’s 
specially-commissioned war artists 

created many of the best-known works 
inspired by Third Ypres. Among them  
were Christopher Nevinson’s Harvest  
of Battle and Paths of Glory, and Paul 
Nash’s Void and The Menin Road:  
a powerful depiction of danger, 
dislocation and despair.
 
In the years after the war there were 
many published accounts and memoirs 
by soldiers, but only a few of the most 
famous literary figures of the war 
experienced Third Ypres, and often the 
battle formed only part of prose accounts 
of the war. Ivor Gurney, reflecting on 
the battle years later, recalled ‘the fiery 
mouth of hell’, and Herbert Read drew 
on his experiences near Zillebeke in his 
poem ‘Kneeshaw Goes to War’. Edmund 
Blunden wrote about his experiences  
in Undertones of War, which included 
verses inspired by the battle. 

Ernst Jünger’s Storm of Steel is among 
the best-known German accounts, but 
others such as George Grabenhorst and 
Rudolf Binding conveyed the terrible 
ordeal of German soldiers during the 
battle. Although Siegfried Sassoon was 
not present at Ypres in 1917, his poem 
Memorial Tablet (Great War), written  
in October 1918, is perhaps the most 
famous literary description today: 

‘I died in Hell – (they called it 
Passchendaele)’.

ART AND THE YPRES SALIENT



3938

The City of Ypres had its first taste of  
war in October 1914, when German 
cavalry entered the town, and it remained 
only a few kilometres away from the 
frontline for four years. In November 
1914, it came under bombardment from 
German artillery and over the following 
months the centre of the city was virtually 

obliterated, with the historic Cloth Hall 
reduced to ruins.

Many local people remained resolute, 
returning to their homes after fleeing the 
early fighting, until the German advance 
of April 1915 led to the evacuation of the 
citizens, forcing them to abandon their 
homes and streets. By the end of the war, 
barely a handful of houses remained 
standing. In 1920, in honour of all that 
the city and its inhabitants endured 
throughout the war, Ypres was awarded 
the British Military Cross and the French 
Croix de Guerre.

After the end of the fighting, the long 
process of reconstruction began. From 
around 6,000 inhabitants in 1920, the 
population grew to over 15,000 by 1930. 
Although this was around 90% of the 
pre-war population, barely half had lived 
in Ypres before 1914. From 1919, the 
Belgian government provided aid to the 
region through the King Albert Fund and 

The ruins of Ypres 
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Civilians leaving 
Ypres, November 
1914 © IWM

The pilgrim will come to a few square 
miles of bare-looking, treeless, but 
cultivated ground in which villages  
of crude brick have sprung to mushroom 
growth. He will find it very difficult to 
appreciate, or even faintly to imagine, 
what this Ypres Salient was. It may almost 
be said that what he sees will mislead  
him. So before he attempts to look 
around, he should charge his mind with 
the knowledge that these few square  
miles were a battlefield fought over, 
backwards and forwards, by almost  
every unit in the British Army; that this 
small district was a closely contained 

arena ringed round with tremendous  
guns, that gradually lost all semblance  
of human habitation, and became a  
vast featureless bog in which a quarter  
of a million men, our countrymen,  
died, in which hundreds of thousands 
suffered, that the enemy should  
not pass.

Beatrix Brice, Ypres – Outpost of the 
Channel Ports (1929)

RECONSTRUCTION AND COMMEMORATION

Ruins of the Cloth 
Hall, Ypres, 1916 
© IWM
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The ‘Ypres League’ was founded in  
1920 by Colonel Henry Beckles Willson,  
a Canadian veteran and town-major  
of Ypres. It was a society for veterans  
which would preserve the memory of 
those who lost their lives, as well as 
providing practical support for pilgrims 
travelling to the battlefields. Among its 
patrons were King George V, the Prince 
of Wales, and Princess Beatrice, youngest 
daughter of Queen Victoria, whose son 
– Prince Maurice of Battenburg – had 
been killed in the First Battle of Ypres. 
The League published the Ypres Times 
newspaper as well as several guidebooks 
to the Salient, organised an annual  
‘Ypres Day’ on 31 October, and was 
instrumental in the construction of St 
George’s Memorial Church, officially 
opened in 1929.Memorials to those  
who had fought and died in the Salient 
began to appear before the fighting was 
over, and after the end of hostilities 
more permanent structures began to be 
constructed. Today, they mark the efforts  
of many regiments, divisions and 
forces: the New Zealand memorial at 
Gravenstafel; the Canadian ‘Brooding 
Soldier’ at St Julien; and the Australian 
5th Division memorial at Polygon Wood. 
Among the most recent additions are 
the Scottish memorial on Frezenburg 
Ridge, and the fierce Welsh red dragon 
at Langemark. To the south of Ieper, at 
Messines, a Peace Park honours all  
those who served from across the island  
of Ireland.

CEMETERIES 

By 1919, the Ypres Salient was a  
desolate place. There were hundreds  
of soldiers’ cemeteries dotted across  
the shattered landscape, many more  
than remain today. Most were little  
more than bare expanses of trodden  
earth, a few untidy rows of graves with 
battered wooden markers. There were 
clusters of graves in fields, on canal  
banks, along roads and light railway  

lines, and countless bodies still lay out 
on the old battlefields. With the civilian 
population beginning the long task of 
rebuilding their farms, towns and lives, 
the battlefields had to be searched and 
cleared of the detritus of war. 

Among those who helped with this 
task were labourers from many nations, 
including servicemen from India, and 
members of the Chinese Labour Corps. 
First arriving near the front in mid-1917, 
tens of thousands of Chinese workers 
contributed to the efforts of British and 
French forces, particularly at dockyards, 
repairing roads or digging trenches. 
Almost 100,000 were in service with 
British forces between 1917 and 1920, 
and in May 1919 an estimated 12,000 
remained near Ypres and Poperinghe. 
With the end of hostilities, they were 
assigned to battlefield clearance: dealing 
with unexploded ordnance, filling 
in trenches, and recovering bodies. 
It was difficult, dangerous and often 
demoralising work carried out among  
the most horrifying circumstances.

Army Graves Registration Units recorded 
the wartime burial grounds and recovered 
the remains of thousands who had lain 
unburied for years, with any clues to their 
identities long lost. These servicemen 
numbered more than 40,000. Today, they 
constitute around a third of the marked 
graves in the Salient, and their headstones 
bear Rudyard Kipling’s phrase ‘A Soldier  
of the Great War, Known Unto God’. 
Many of the small soldiers’ cemeteries 
were brought together with newly-
discovered remains to create larger 
‘concentration’ cemeteries.

Once filled and closed, the cemeteries 
passed into the care of the Imperial 
(now Commonwealth) War Graves 
Commission, which completed the work 
of construction, turning them into the 
permanent memorials which remain 
today. The Commission had been formally 

other subsidies, helping with temporary 
accommodation, goods and supplies. 
But the process of rebuilding took many 
years; it was not until 1960 that the last 
reconstruction work was finished.

In January 1919, Winston Churchill 
commented that: “I should like to acquire 
the whole of the ruins of Ypres... A more 
sacred place for the British race does not 
exist in the world.” Many of the British 
inhabitants of the post-war city felt the 
same way. A sign was erected in the 
ruins of the Cloth Hall, reading ‘This is 
holy ground.’ Yet Belgians had begun 
to consider reconstruction long before: 
conferences in London had debated  
the issue as early as 1915. Attitudes 
towards architecture and planning  

varied, but eventually it was decided  
that, rather than preserving the ruins, 
Ypres would be recreated according to  
its pre-war character. 

PILGRIMS 

By the mid-1920s the city was already  
a destination for pilgrims and tourists, 
from Belgium, France, Britain and  
further afield. Hostels, cafes and stalls 
catering for the influx of visitors began  
to spring up around Ypres and Poperinghe, 
and across the former battlefields. In 
1928, an estimated 11,000 people – 
including many veterans and bereaved 
family members – visited Ypres as  
part of a pilgrimage organised by the 
British Legion.

The 1928 British 
Legion Pilgrimage, 
Market Square, 
Ypres © IWM
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identified and had been buried beneath 
a headstone bearing Kipling’s haunting 
inscription, ‘Known Unto God.’ 
The Menin Gate was one of the first  
and perhaps the most famous of the  
many great monuments constructed  
by the Commission around the world. 
Carved onto its walls and beneath its 
arches are the names of some 54,000 
members of British and Commonwealth 
forces who were killed in the Ypres  
Salient and have no known grave.  
It also honours all those who served  
here, bearing an inscription devised  
by Kipling:

TO THE ARMIES OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE 
WHO STOOD HERE
FROM 1914 TO 1918

AND TO THOSE OF THEIR DEAD
WHO HAVE NO KNOWN GRAVE

A location was settled after long 
deliberations over the most appropriate 
site. The Menin Road had been one 
of the key routes east from the city for 
hundreds of thousands of troops moving 
up to the frontline, and integrating the 
monument within the historic ramparts 
lent it particular resonance. Sir Reginald 
Blomfield was appointed as principal 

The Menin Gate, 
1928 © IWM

founded by Royal Charter in May 1917, 
just before the Third Battle of Ypres. 

In the 1920s, the IWGC’s gardeners  
and officials were a significant presence 
in Ypres, often working closely alongside 
local people, the Ypres League, and 
other organisations. Today, as well as 
the Ramparts Cemetery and Reservoir 
Cemetery, a flavour of that presence can 
be seen in the old IWGC sign which 
remains beneath the Lille Gate, directing 
pilgrims towards the many cemeteries 
which dotted the battlefields.

Across the Salient there are CWGC 
cemeteries at every turn, often marked 
by the ‘Cross of Sacrifice’, designed by 
Sir Reginald Blomfield. A few are original 
cemeteries created during the war and 
preserved largely in the same layout, 
but many more were expanded later. 
They are often the most tangible physical 
reminder of fiercely contested parts of the 
battlefield, often containing thousands 
of headstones and bearing names which 
evoke the wartime experience: Polygon 
Wood, Hooge Crater, Sanctuary Wood, 
Prowse Point, Artillery Wood. 

Others lay behind the lines, near medical 
stations and hospitals. One of the most 
famous today is Essex Farm Cemetery, to 
the north of Ieper close to the Yser canal. 
It was here that John McCrae composed 
his poem ‘In Flanders Fields’, while 
serving with the Canadian Army Medical 
Corps in May 1915. Further behind the 
frontline were larger cemeteries, often 
sited alongside more extensive medical 
facilities called Casualty Clearing Stations. 
Among the most important is Lijssenthoek 
Military Cemetery, the former burial 
ground of the Casualty Clearing Station at 
Remy Siding, to the west of Poperinghe. 
With over 10,000 graves, it is the second-
largest CWGC cemetery in Belgium.

Today, the CWGC’s cemeteries reflect  
the efforts of servicemen from across 

England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales,  
and from across the Commonwealth.  
At Canada Farm Cemetery are the graves 
of nineteen members of the British  
West Indies Regiment, most of whom  
died in September and October 1917,  
as they worked to transport supplies  
and ammunition.

The most significant French burial  
ground in the Ypres area is the Saint 
Charles de Potyze cemetery. First created 
during the war, it now contains the graves 
of over 3,500 identified servicemen, with 
the remains of over 600 more in  
an ossuary. Not far away is Le Mont-
Kemmel French Military Cemetery,  
created in 1922, where the remains  
of over 5,200 soldiers are interred in  
an ossuary.

The most significant German cemetery  
in the region is at Langemark, not far  
from the site of the infamous ‘Kindermord’ 
in the autumn of 1914. Its aesthetics 
reflect the traditional German 
waldfriedhof, or ‘forest cemetery’.  
Begun in 1915, it grew during the  
First World War, and thousands more 
graves were moved to Langemark 
following the Second World War after 
being exhumed from other German 
cemeteries and nearby battlefields.  
Today, more than 44,000 German  
war dead are buried at Langemark,  
of whom nearly 25,000 were interred  
in a mass grave.

THE YPRES (MENIN GATE) 
MEMORIAL 

By the end of the Great War, the  
Imperial (now Commonwealth) War 
Graves Commission estimated that of 
the ‘million dead’ of the British Empire, 
only half had identified grave sites. The 
remainder were ‘missing’: their bodies  
had not been recovered; their graves 
had been unrecorded, lost or destroyed 
by battle; or their remains could not be 
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attended by hundreds of those who have 
come to pay their respects, in the long 
tradition of pilgrims and visitors stretching 
back to the 1920s.

TYNE COT CEMETERY  
AND MEMORIAL

After the end of the First World War, when 
the cemeteries of the Imperial War Graves 
Commission were first formalised and 
constructed, many smaller burial grounds 
dotted across the landscape were brought 
together. Along with the remains of those 
soldiers discovered on the battlefields, 
they formed what became known as 
‘concentration’ cemeteries. Tyne Cot is 
the most famous of these. Buried here 
are nearly 12,000 servicemen, of whom 
almost three-quarters remain unidentified. 
There are more graves here than in any 
other CWGC cemetery in the world.
The land on which the cemetery stands 

was labelled ‘Tyne Cott’ on British trench 
maps, and was captured by the 3rd 
Australian Division on 4 October 1917, 
during the Third Battle of Ypres. Several 
German blockhouses stood here,  
captured at great cost, and the largest  
was subsequently used as a medical  
post. Nearly 350 of those who did not 
survive their injuries – including four 
German soldiers – were buried around  
the blockhouse, all of whom died between 
6 October 1917 and March 1918, when 
the German Army recaptured the ridge.

After the end of the war, remains began 
to be brought from elsewhere, and the 
cemetery grew around the original graves. 
In May 1922, it was visited by King 
George V during his pilgrimage to the 
Western Front. He was in favour of the 
preservation of the blockhouses around 
which the graves had been laid out, the 
largest of which would form the base  

The unveiling 
ceremony of Tyne 
Cot Cemetery 
at the Stone of 
Remembrance  
© CWGC

architect, with sculptural work provided 
by Sir William Reid Dick.

Almost every regiment of the British 
Army was represented among the names 
inscribed on the memorial, along with 
those who served with Australian, 
Canadian, Indian and South African 
forces. The New Zealand authorities 
decided to commemorate their ‘missing’ 
elsewhere on several smaller memorials 
across the battlefields. There were also 
further memorials to the missing lost in 
the sectors to the north, at Nieuwpoort, 
and to the south, at Ploegsteert. After 
construction of the Menin Gate began, 
it became clear that it would not be 
sufficient to bear the names of all who  
had perished in the Salient with no  
known grave, and so 35,000 others  
were included on a memorial at Tyne  
Cot Cemetery. 

The Menin Gate was unveiled by Field 
Marshal Lord Plumer on 24 July 1927, 

in the presence of thousands of veterans 
and family members. Crowds lined the 
ramparts and the streets, and loudspeakers 
relayed the events to the market square. 
Millions in the United Kingdom listened 
to the radio broadcast by the BBC. In his 
address, Plumer reflected on those who 
had lost loved ones, but who had no 
burial place at which to mourn: “now it 
can be said of each one in whose honour 
we are assembled here today: ‘He is not 
missing; he is here’.”

At the end of the ceremony, buglers of 
the Somerset Light Infantry sounded the 
‘Last Post’ and pipers of the Scots Guards 
played a lament. Soon afterwards, the 
simple, solemn act of sounding the Last 
Post became a daily ritual, led by the local 
fire brigade of Ypres. It has been sounded 
under the arch every night at 8pm almost 
every day since, except during the Second 
World War when Belgium was again 
occupied. Today, organised by the Last 
Post Association, the ceremony is often 

A German 
blockhouse at  
Tyne Cot Cemetery 
after the war  
© CWGC
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of the Cross of Sacrifice. The concrete  
is still visible today, along with an 
inscription which reads:

THIS WAS THE
TYNE COT BLOCKHOUSE

CAPTURED BY THE
3rd AUSTRALIAN DIVISION

4th OCTOBER 1917

Tyne Cot Cemetery also became the 
location for a memorial to the missing, 
required to supplement the Menin 
Gate, which proved insufficient to 
commemorate all those who died in  
the Salient with no known grave.  
Inscribed here are the names of some 
35,000 soldiers, most of whom lost their 
lives after 16 August 1917. A memorial  
to the missing of New Zealand who  
died in the vicinity is incorporated  
within the wall.

The cemetery and memorial were 
designed by Herbert Baker, one of the 
IWGC’s principal architects, and John 
Reginald Truelove, who had served with 
the London Regiment during the war. 
Baker drew inspiration from his work at 
Winchester College, particularly in the 
use of flint and dressed stone, as well 
as cloisters and walls evoking English 
designs. Truelove’s experiences were 

reflected in the anchoring of the cemetery 
between the pillboxes, and the strong 
sense of placement within the former 
battlefield, with vistas across the Salient 
back towards Ypres. Sculptures were 
crafted by Ferdinand Victor Blundstone 
and Joseph Armitage, including the  
angels surmounting the chapels. 

Today, Tyne Cot Cemetery is one of the 
most-visited locations on the Western 
Front, with over 500,000 visitors estimated 
every year. They come to reflect on the 
experiences of all those who served,  
and on the sacrifices of those who lie 
buried here, cared for in perpetuity by  
the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission. They are part of a long 
line of visitors who have come to the 
battlefields of the Salient for nearly a 
century. Whether tourists or pilgrims,  
they ensure that what happened in the 
fields around Passchendaele will never  
be forgotten.

Tyne Cot Cemetery 
© CWGC

Soldiers travelling 
along the Menin 
Road to the 
frontline © IWM

The Passchendaele 
landscape © IWM


