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WE WILL REMEMBER THEM
a film by Annabel Verbeke

EVER SINCE 1919, THE DAILY LIFE IN YPRES, CAPITAL OF FLANDERS FIELDS, HAS BEEN 

DEDICATED TO COMMEMORATING THE FIRST WORLD WAR. ON HER JOURNEY THROUGH 

THIS LANDSCAPE OF REMEMBRANCE, FILMMAKER ANNABEL VERBEKE ENCOUNTERS THE 

MOST DIVERSE AND SOMETIMES CONTRADICTORY WAYS OF COMMEMORATING.

The various faces of the the First World Remembrance in Flanders Fields 
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SYNOPSIS

There was hardly a house still standing in Belgium’s Westhoek once WWI had reached its end and Ypres and its 
surroundings had pretty much been wiped off the map.
The idea was pitched to leave the city as it was and not rebuild it so that it would serve as a poignant reminder 
of the terrible war, but in the end Ypres was given war reparations to rise from its dust and rubble as a symbol of 
rebirth amidst the piles of discarded ammunition and the graveyards replete with fallen soldiers. It is definitely 
a place of reflection: how many sacrificed their lives for their country? How horrible was the war? And how 
valuable and delicate is peace?
The Last Post has resounded every evening ever since 1928. In and amongst the devastation at first, but today 
surrounded by the wonderful city centre with all the facilities a tourist could wish for, including souvenir shops, 
hotels, terraces for a drink or a snack, while the wider surroundings can be explored on organised bus trips, by 
bike or even by helicopter for those whose tastes are a little more exclusive.
The last WWI veteran might have died, but the traces the war left on the landscape are eagerly maintained.
So is today’s Ypres the unequivocal peace-keeper in the west or do other motives play a role in this?

Made by Annabel Verbeke who grew up in Ypres and has witnessed how diverse and intense remembering 
can really be day after day, We Will Remember Them explores the concept of remembrance from a completely 
different perspective. The number of visitors and tourists to the region keeps growing every year, unsurprisingly 
reaching record highs between 2014 and 2018.
In 2017, for instance, the Westhoek welcomed about 515,000 so-called ‘remembrance tourists’, as regional 
knowledge centre Westtoer terms them. It is precisely that which has attracted Annabel’s critical gaze, because 
however much we should cherish peace and however noble it is to reflect on those who laid down their lives 
so their fellow countrymen and women could live in peace, has Ypres itself not become the victim of its own 
success? Has it not morphed into some kind of ‘Remembrance Disneyland’, trampled on and groped by the 
roving feet and hands of the droves of remembrance tourists? Has the remembrance landscape not become one 
big well-trodden tourist trail?

Naturally, everything to do with remembering WWI contributes a fair bit to the local economy. Or in other 
words, remembering has become an economic activity that should not be underestimated and which no-one 
in or around Ypres is able to escape. Tourists are welcomed in style, graveyards are immaculate, the Last Post 
is played every evening with minute precision, and in and amongst it all, scores of volunteers, supporters and 
enthusiasts have turned remembering into what it is today: at times dazzling, sometimes candid, but first and 
foremost very layered and diverse.



DIRECTORS STATEMENT

““Remembrance says more about those who do the remembering than about those who are remembered”
(Jay  Winter)

I was born and raised in Ypres, a city that seems to have been destined to become the Great War memorial 
for the rest of its days.Between 1914 and 1918, the area was completely destroyed as more than half a million 
young men laid down their lives.

Every single day since I was a child, I have been confronted with remembrance. Indeed, every school year, 
there was the obligatory visit to the In Flanders Fields Museum, the many cemeteries, and of course the Menin 
Gate where we closed the day listening to the Last Post. Then, as a teenager and student, I learned more about 
the growing tourism industry, working on the Great Market selling souvenirs and chocolate.

Judging by historical maps of the city, Ypres was rebuilt flawlessly into the appealing tourist attraction it is 
today.People throng to the region to relive the war, admiring the perfect symmetry of the cemeteries dotted 
around the area, visiting the museums, sometimes even looking for (distant) relatives.Indeed, everyone 
seems to have been sucked into a collective mourning process of some kind.But all these visitors also love 
to enjoy the many local specialities that primarily come in the guise of the souvenirs and chocolate sold in 
copious amounts.The culture on offer, too, says it all: concerts, photo exhibitions, musicals even, seem to find 
inspiration in the Great War, securing themselves a prominent place on the cultural calendar so that every 
target group can surely find something to look forward to.It might seem cruel to many people, but my view of 
this great drama in human history has been seriously tainted by the constant, industrious activity to do with 
remembrance.The often perfect, idyllic landscapes surrounding the cemeteries never really prompted me to 
remember the horror that must have played out back when the men fought here.

When I was 18, I moved to Brussels where I started to look at the region of my birth in a very different way.
Remembrance of course comes in many different guises, but what does it mean today for our individual 
and collective memories?This was a question that only came to me, once I had left the region where I was 
born.Because distance creates perspective.As I saw the numbers of visitors to the Westhoek grow, I saw the 
‘Disneyfication’ of remembrance gradually creep up on it as well, because all those tourists of course need 
to be shown where it all happened, they have to eat, drink, sleep, find places to relax and shop, and all that 
noise. And all these needs remain difficult to balance.In other words: where is the boundary between serene 
remembrance and unashamed commerce; between never forgetting and blatantly advertising?

As my childhood was pretty much saturated by the Great War, I did not think I would ever revisit the subject, 
but distance also created appreciation, an urge to make a film that would express the ambiguity between my 
respect for the rich history and current dynamics, and a critical view of the many mechanisms remembrance 
generates. A film that does not push its opinion on the viewer, but dares to pose almost improper questions 
only through its direct images and sound.



Why have growing numbers of people from all corners of the world been visiting this tiny 26km-long stretch of 
land named Flanders Fields in recent years?

Has it become a kind of Mecca of Peace in a world where we close our eyes all too easily for the human suffering 
and war that are happening as we speak? What do the region, its residents and visitors tell us about our 
humanity? Is remembrance not more about those who do the remembering rather than about those who are 
being remembered? Do we feel a need to sanctify the past and mask today’s uncertainties?

As I travelled through the remembrance landscape with my camera for three years, I saw with amazement, 
admiration, surprise, incredulity and emotion how the Great War is still very much a part of everyday life.

We Will Remember Them is a personal observation of the fascinating and enormous array of dynamics generated 
by Great War remembrance.
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