
Empty Sky, Thought Bubbles: Filled 
 

 There is a certain type of feeling that can only be experienced in the presence of two 

monumental structures that memorialize a national tragedy. It is a strange amalgamation of 

emotions one encounters from seeing one’s vague facade reflected by the stainless steel surfaces 

engraved with the names of the deceased. Memorials and historic monuments have such a deeper 

and more widespread level of public interest due to the context in which they were conceived. 

For this reason, it becomes easy to forget that they, themselves, are works of art - ones that can 

equally be subjected to formal analyses. Moreover, the weight they bear in having to convey the 

meanings that the audience wants them to properly and reverently communicate gives pressure to 

their designers to think well through the process of their creation, making them even better 

candidates for artistic investigation. One such example is the Empty Sky September 11 memorial 

in Jersey City, NJ. 

Empty Sky, designed by Jessica Jamroz and Frederic Schwartz, was unveiled on 

September 10, 2011, right before the tenth anniversary of the September 11 attacks. The 

structures are two 30-foot-high parallel walls that, when seen from afar, mimic the image of the 

Twin Towers as they would have appeared on the New York City skyline on the opposite side of 

the Hudson River. Engraved on the inside walls of the two tower-like walls are the names of 

New Jersey residents that died during the attacks. Through the resonant visual components of the 

grand memorial art piece’s size, material, and typography, Empty Sky evokes the type of reaction 

from its audience that remind them of the poignant themes of life, legacy, tragedy, and hope. 

Quite possibly the most noticeable visual quality of the piece, at first glance, is its 

monumental size. Walking between the two massive walls is reminiscent of walking down the 

bottom of a large crevasse, invoking a feeling of being closed-in on. The physical panning 



upwards of one’s head to look up the two walls is not unlike the experience of gazing up at a 

skyscraper. In this instance, that same feeling is recreated and given a new context. This is most 

likely implicit of the haunting memory of the events the memorial is commemorating. Standing 

within the monument is being engulfed in a state of mental and emotional reflection of the past. 

The sheer size could also hint to the magnitude and cultural significance that the designers and 

the people who supported the monument’s creation hold towards the remembrance of the 

September 11 attacks. It’s strategic placement on the opposite side of New York City, so that it 

translates as markers to where the Towers used to be on the skyline when seen from afar, utilizes 

the capabilities of art in reproducing and preserving memories visually. Memorials are special in 

their ability to do this, to capture the very simplified essence and emotional gravity of an idea 

and translate it into a tangible form. 

Once one walks between the two walls, the next thing he or she will notice is the rows 

and rows of names etched on the semi-reflective, stainless steel surface. The names are of “New 

Jersey’s 749 innocent loved ones who were violently and senselessly murdered that day at the 

World Trade Center, the Pentagon and in Shanksville, PA” (New Jersey 9/11 Memorial 

Foundation). Written in the same script, the names have a sense of unity tied to them in this way. 

Without faces, one can only surmise so much solely from the names of these people. This might 

be suggestive of the idea that tragedy does not discriminate, and going beyond that, during times 

of trial, people find a way to set aside their differences and be bound by the struggle of 

overcoming adversity. Finally, this contextual element grounds the memorial to reality. That, 

ultimately, this great work of art was erected in remembrance of a real tragedy that claimed the 

lives of real people. Another quintessential quality of historic monuments is this emotionally 

provocativeness, engaging the audience to think that sometimes greater meaning can be 



discovered from the lessons found in real life. Therein lies the most important feature of these 

edifices, how receptive they are to self-reflection. 

The semi-reflective effect of the surface the names are engraved on is not coincidental. 

Schwartz and Jamroz wanted viewers to see themselves in these names. Not as other victims of 

tragedy, but as humans who are also subject to the giant web of interconnected random instances 

called life. As one quickly reads one name to another on the wall, it is almost symbolic of how 

lives are as short as they are fleeting - that they come almost as instantly as they go. In the way 

that Empty Sky hopes to remind viewers of these people whose lives had been cut short of their 

time to grow and be among their loved ones, it also begs these same viewers to reflect on their 

own lives and how much they should value their time left to grow and love. 

Commemorative works of architecture such as Empty Sky are not aimed to make 

reparations. In fact, their creation is testament to the idea that what they are memorializing is 

done and, now, a part of history. Though, in part, they serve as permanent reminders of human 

struggles from the past, their other purpose is aimed toward the future. They are erected to evoke 

the audience of the oft-taken for granted fortune of life, to recreate an event in a manner that the 

viewers could understand with a deeper connection, and finally, to challenge viewers of the 

reality they currently exist in and reflect that through the context presented. Be it for the future or 

the past, one thing remains true: these monuments stand testament to the value of art in history. 
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