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On July 1, 1963, during the American Civil War, the armies of the North and the South consisting of 160,000 strong met in a deadly grip – almost by accident – in the small town of Gettysburg. When the smoke cleared, houses were destroyed and fences torn down. Broken muskets, crushed artillery wagons, and cartridges were scattered in every direction. Thousands of mutilated bodies were still lying on the ground along with 5,000 dead horses disfigured by cannon balls. More than 50,000 people were reported as casualties. Today, Gettysburg is a tourist place. Around two million people visit the town annually to get in touch with one of the most important historical events that shaped the nation. Not unlike other tourism destinations, it demonstrates an abundance of hotels, restaurants, guided tours, museums, and gift shops that generate more than $200 million in revenues annually.

The importance of Gettysburg lies in its paradoxical reinforcement of American identity while reminding the horrific nature of war. In a sense, we are constantly reminded for a fratricide that we should better forget (Anderson 1991). Gettysburg as a place, therefore, is highly ambivalent. In its historical reality, it held one of the most destructive events the nation has suffered. But at the same time, Gettysburg is deeply inscribed in American memory and is celebrated as a foundation stone of a united nation. It has been recognized as “the most important event in American history” (Hall 1994: 7), “the essential American place” and the “symbolic heart of America” (USA Today 2001).

For most Americans then, Gettysburg is not a mere physical location but an imaginary zone. The values of patriotism that this and other civil war battlefields reproduce are central components in the dominant national imagery. Be that as it may, for many southerners Gettysburg is a “landscape of regret” (Gold and Gold 2003), that is etched in their memory as a scene of defeat and loss. For African-Americans, Gettysburg is an idealization of a struggle for freedom and equal rights. Others might visit the place to pay homage to their immigrant ancestors who gave their lives for their new homeland. Military groups and veterans might be interested in military tactics, generalship, and troop formations.

Gettysburg as an imaginary, therefore, is highly ambivalent and exemplifies the uneasy relationship between tourism places and their stories. It demonstrates this ambiguity in the tension between what it was and what it is. Standing in-between history and memory (Nora 1989), a horrific battleground and a space of leisure, fratricide and unity, emancipation and state-rights, celebration and regret, it provides an exemplary case of a place that is a liminal zone, an imaginary construction.

In this paper I seek to unpack the constructed nature of Gettysburg as a tourism imaginary; that is, as a social construct that envelops and shapes an otherwise meaningless physical space into a evocative tourism destination. How does this happen? Through what processes certain places are associated with significant collective narratives and become tourism destinations worth visiting? Why do these imaginaries defy fixity? What are tourism imaginaries anyway? Through the analysis of Gettysburg, I theorize tourism imaginaries as products of a tension between the concreteness of the destination’s materiality and the elusiveness of its narrative construction: between place and a story.
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