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UNLIKE A WAR, A PANDEMIC IS INVISIBLE and diffuse. It’s everywhere and 
nowhere. Its death toll is ultimately unknowable. That makes a virus 
difficult to mark with physical tributes. Few memorials mark the 1918 
Spanish flu; one is a modest granite bench built in Vermont two years 
ago, underwritten by a local restaurant also marking its own centennial.

The coronavirus pandemic is not over, either. Not even close. A third 
wave of infections, hospitalizations, and deaths is lashing the nation 
from coast to coast. More than 12 million Americans have contracted 
COVID-19, and more than 250,000 of them have died. Early vaccine 
tests are promising, but a broad rollout is months away at minimum. 
Even after it wanes, the long-term effects of the virus could continue to 
debilitate people who have “recovered.”

So this might seem like a strange time to imagine memorializing the 
pandemic in a formal way. A premature time. Maya Lin’s Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial was conceived in 1981, six years after the United 
States had withdrawn from the conflict. Michael Arad and Peter
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Walker’s 9/11 memorial broke ground at the site of the World Trade
Center in 2006, almost five years after the attacks.
But there are downsides to waiting. A traumatic event is an author of 
its own memorial; as a famous anecdote attests, when a Nazi soldier 
asked Pablo Picasso if he had made Guernica, the famous painting the 
artist created during the month following the Luftwaffe’s bombing of 
its Basque namesake in 1937, Picasso replied, “No, you did.” The 
feelings, facts, and ideas available during a calamity dissipate as it 
ebbs. The temptation arises to contain tragedy in a tidy box, closing the 
book on its history.

Rather than await a design competition for a real memorial, we wanted 
to see, in the brutal heaviness of the moment, how some of the nation’s 
most exciting designers might memorialize this time. We 
commissioned three pieces from artists who straddle the lines between 
art and architecture, design and social justice, technology and 
manufacturing to speculate on the question What might a COVID-19 
memorial be? These are the results.

Refik Anadol Studio – Memory Globe



REFIK ANADOL BELIEVES a memorial should offer more than mere 
memory. It should also remind people how to be better. “We need to 
attract attention to something we should have done during COVID,” 
Anadol told me. “Reported better. And created an archive of data.”

Making people feel, rather than rationalize, about data has been 
Anadol’s calling card. “ISS Dreams,” for example, transforms millions 
of images taken from the International Space Station into flowing 
waves of sandy dunes, as if the Earth itself were just the granules of 
another world’s shifting desert.

So Anadol wanted a COVID-19 memorial to use data as a material. In
a pandemic, the narrative is in the data, he told me. But COVID-19
data have been heterogeneous and hard to come by, covered in a
constant mist of misinformation. That failure becomes the subject of
the studio’s proposed memorial: After the pandemic ends, its visitors
could visualize the virus’s journey.

https://refikanadol.com/works/1775-2/


To prototype the idea, Anadol and his colleagues aggregated and 
cleaned data from sources such as Johns Hopkins University and 
HealthMap, and then floated glowing representations of infections 
and deaths above their locations on a transparent globe. Pelin Kivrak, 
one of Anadol’s studio collaborators, reminds me that monuments 
become sites of pilgrimage. “People go to memorials not just to 
remember but also to feel a certain way,” she said.

In this case: small in the face of the virus’s destructive smallness. 
Anadol imagines an installation with a 20-foot sphere atop a smaller, 
cylindrical plinth, animating the virus’s growth over time with LED 
lights. Organic blobs of viral spread float in an atmosphere above the 
planet’s surface. The boundaries of countries and continents appear 
on the surface only when representations of infections and deaths 
rise above them, a stark reminder of how humankind activates and 
carries the virus. Where it dies out—the ultimate goal of pandemic 
management—the monument also erases any trace of its human 
carriers on Earth, who vanish back into their ordinary lives.

It’s a fantasy, of course. The data aren’t good enough; the uncounted 
infections and excess deaths will be lost to history. The memorial 
would therefore mark not only SARS-CoV-2’s infected or dead human 
beings, but the political, infrastructural, and logistical blunders that 
made the pandemic so much worse than it might have been 
otherwise.

Anadol acknowledges that a memorial to the virus itself—not its 
victims—risks downplaying or even trivializing its impact. In



But Kivrak is less apologetic about putting information rather than 
people at the center of the design. “When we talk about the 
Holocaust, it’s an ongoing problem. It doesn’t go away,” she says. A 
physical memorial honoring a hypothetical data standard for 
instantly sharing the spread of a deadly virus suggests a long-term 
function for the project: as a visualization of any future pandemic, via 
actual, live data-collection methods perfected after COVID-19 wanes. 
Many memorials invoke the promise never to forget. When it comes 
to pandemics, the best way to keep that promise would be to build an 
infrastructure that makes a repeat of this year impossible.

Visitors to the memorial would encounter a 20-foot-diameter sphere with a single-operator control room. (Refik Anadol Studio)

response, he ponders the idea of a control room in its base for a
single human operator, who might manipulate the timeline or zoom
in on particular locations. It’s a reminder of how precious a truly
centralized, shared repository of infection data might have been.
Anadol also speculates that individuals could add their own
photographic materials to the memorial.




