
Notes to reader: 

This report currently does not feature an introduction or summary. 

I have a conversational style of writing, therefore, any suggestions on how to structure and balance this report better will be of great help.

To form this report I followed the 10 question format provided by Dr Catorina Ryan during her lecture, if any valuable information is missing from this report please let me know.  

I am currently in the process of integrating references at the etc. therefore it may come across disjointed in parts.

































	

“A Klee painting named "Angelus Novus" shows an angel looking
as though he is about to move away from something he is
fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open,
his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history.
His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a
chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling
wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The
angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what
has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has
got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no
longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the
future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before
him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.” (Benjamin, 1942)

My practice explores the concept of the collective memory, and its often-contradicting nature with official history. As this is a comprehensive subject, I refine my focus geographically on local memory, investigating sub-cultures and often ignored communities which often shines an introspective spotlight on society as whole. In turn, demonstrating that society is trapped in a repeated cycle of class suppression under the guise of false progression and kept orderly under controlled narrative. 

In order for me to effectively establish and reflect a metaphorical mirror on society I use its own tools against it. Therefore, I use archival sources to produce my concepts, using the evidence of the past to tell the story of the present. The means of which archives are structured, for me, are boring. Relics kept behind glass with “Do Not Touch” warning signs are not inviting nor engaging to the viewer; I am unsure how we as a society are meant to be engaged with our past when such barriers are implemented. Archivists and Historians can submerse themselves within the archive, obsessing over details, obsessing over memory, obsessing over origin. The role of the archivist is to select, revise, dismiss, organise, remove, exclude memories from our communal experiences. The archive establishes power overall, as it is the archive which controls who or what is remembered and stored. No memories are formed from the archive, in fact, the opposite is accurate. Memories are stored into the archive; there they are left. This gives us permission as a society we allow ourselves to move on and continue with our lives, drawing a line under memories and unfinished stories. 

The formal structures set in place for archiving are not law therefore I intend on breaking the homogenous system, embracing the complicated relationship history and collective memory endure. 

Simply put, collective memory is not a fabrication of history but more influence of narrative. Official history is traditionally formed from documenting fact, gathering evidence from a variety of representations and comparisons of multiple sources and details to establish unbiased accurate accounts. Whereas collective memory is formed from a one-sided perspective, due to this, it is often the case multiple groups can have a contradiction of memory for the same historical events. These views could be difference in retelling and emotional attitudes to particular events or figures. 

This concept of collective memory was developed further by French philosopher and sociologist, Maurice Halbwachs in the early 20th centaury writings ‘On Collective Memory’ (1942). He interpreted a framework for how collective memory is formed, he understood that there are many factors and environments which contribute in a person or group to develop a memory. These can be;

Familial Memory – Family history passed down through generations;

Religious Memory – Religious communities’ teachings; 

National / Official Memory – Often stemming from the governing state;

Combined this create a collective memory for groups from a variety of backgrounds of race or ethnicity, helping them to form an established identity or recognition.

Despite the fact developing a collective memory requires a volume of people to cooperate, control over the narrative can be influenced. Often powers in control can intentionally direct the attention of their people to focus on particular events or figures to boost support for a cause or distract public attentions. Ultimately this can often lead people to exact opposite, collective forgetting. 

My praxis is an attempt in turning the tide of the collective consciousness. Understanding that collective forgetting, at times, is not complete erasure from history but a passive forgetting. I believe my work could be seen as a collaborative piece, not formally with another artist or designer, but with public. 

The work is split into two parts. First a photobook combing archival photographs of the canary girls and my personal photographs using polaroid instant film from within the location or of artefacts originating from the location. The manner in which the photobook is designed is influenced by personal photo albums and sourced autograph books belonging to a former munition worker at Pembrey. The intention of using archival photographs in this purpose is heavy drawn on Roland Barthes writing in ‘Camera Lucida’ (1981), in particular the describing of ‘The Winter Garden Photograph’. Without revealing the image to the audience Barthes describes the image of his mother at a young age. This work emotionally intertwines photography and its paralleled nature in combining memory with artefact in which we explore our melancholic emotional spectrum in this medium.  

The second part of this work is the installation. This work explores collective memory of a local community and a passively overlooked segment of its continuously advancing timeframe. Therefore, I wanted the work to be present within the community and impose itself in the communal consciousness and break the memory cycle. I combined the collected archival photographs and converted their place and inserted them, using wheat paste posting method, so they are integrated into the structural fabric of the location.

I began this journey reflecting on a sentence I heard the end of the explorative praxis module. Initially I was investigating local history and memory and I was conversing with a local of any historic events unique to the area. 

He casually quipped “…that time those women were getting blown up”. 

His blasé comment was referring to a the Pembrey Munition Works which was in operation from the late 1800s to the 1950s located just off the Carmarthenshire coast. I am very familiar to the coastal site as it has since converted to a country park, regularly visited by holiday makers and myself. The remaining structures became obvious when presented with this information, and an eerie reminder of a locations supressed history. The fact they were “getting blown up”, as the local put it, was due to the unsafe working environment the predominantly female workforce encountered. Around the UK, hundreds of munition workers died in accidental explosions and many were injured whilst assembling munitions for British war efforts. Exposure to severely dangerous chemicals led to jaundice causing their skin, teeth and hair to turn yellow among other serve health side effects which ultimately led to the nickname “the canary girls”, these hazardous side effects prolonged long after the factories shut and even effected their offspring. Despite their contribution to the both world wars and their influential part in gender equality in the workplace, such as equal pay for women which was revolutionary at the time, no official recognition has ever been awarded. “Practical Reasons” as the cause stated by Theresa May when this was brought to her attention as Home Sectary.

Whilst this could be seen as something from a lifetime ago and these circumstances could never be replicated, but we have seen this past year how controlling a narrative is vital to influence people’s attitudes and interpretation of an event. One thing I’ve noticed is the military like language used to discuss key workers response to the pandemic. “Fight the invisible enemy”, “On the Frontline”, “Moral Duty” are commonly used phrases when discussing key workers everyday encounters. Ultimately does this language unconsciously prepare us to accept that death is inevitable, or in preparation to accept their deaths as heroics?

This language the key workers have been subjugated is a shared experience that the canary girls also endured. During the times the factories were open, when an accidental explosion occurred the factory heads ensured a blackout of external investigators in the media. During this blackout they were able to develop and manipulate their own narrative to deflect responsibility onto the worker despite blatant mismanagement. In consequent inquests the argument of malpractice by the workers was commonly accepted by the selected jury. One explosion inquiry concluded with the judgment;

 “Cause of explosion; larking about” 

Today we can reflect on this and with hindsight recognise the irresponsible and unjustifiable culture instigated by the factory establishment and Government ministers. As a collective, how has this evocative language and generalised judgments impacted our form of remembering these workers and our attitudes towards their sacrifice?  

In the book ‘The Denial of Death’ (1973), writer Ernest Becker explores the idea of hero systems, believing it is a person’s natural response to death as one of narcissism. Everyone questions their own mortality but accepting fate can be another factor. We all like to believe our lives follow a plot similar to a film, ultimately leading to a climax which we triumphant overcome an evil or seizing a heroic and redeeming moment, immortalising us in history. This trait is so common that established powers able to capitalise on this sentiment hence the prevelance of marketing propaganda and the success of War Films. But this trait can also explain how perhaps the munition workers are not recognised. Maybe the thought of being killed by pure accident by an inconsequential act in what was meant to be deemed a safe government control job does not support the idea of sacrifice to the hero system.

Throughout human civilisation, commemoration has been an essential presence in its cultural identity and ideology. In conventional society, permanent reminders are a staple in how we mark major events or figures our perspectives in history. These events can be positive or negative, but for society it is to acknowledge that is crucial and the expected minimum. When commemorating sacrifice, utmost emphasis is put into constructing a symbol or dedicated area with permanence and act as a reminder (Caves, 2005).

Memorials and other forms of heritage are created in a social/political context where culture, location, class, power, religion, gender and even sexual orientation will inﬂuence what is considered to be worthy of preserving as heritage […]. Because heritage, nation-al identity, and memory are socially constructed, they are also inherently contested […]. (Benton-Short 2006: 300)

The town of Burry Port resides outside of Pembrey, home for many of the workers during the factory’s operation. In the centre of the town is a designated remembrance park dedicated to the local men who were killed during the World Wars. These forms of parks and plinths are commonplace in most towns in the UK, but ultimately, by creating lists singling out individual contributions mirroring the actions of the archive it inadvertently allows the rest to be forgotten. Further perpetuating this lack of local recognition, opposite the remembrance park is a designated space commemorating the American aviator Amelia Earhart. It is stated Burry Port being the location the plane landed making Earhart the first lady to fly across the Atlantic. This event immortalised Earhart into 20th centaury folklore, leading to celebrations both sides of the Atlantic, culminating in Earhart receiving a ticker tape parade down the notorious ‘Canyon of Heroes’ in New York City. Despite the amassing celebrity this generated for Earhart she wholeheartedly disagreed with the response. She admitted in an interview following her arrival that she was merely a passenger, never involved in piloting the plane, stating; 

“I was just baggage, like a sack of potatoes”
LEARY, W.M., 1997. Amelia: The centennial biography of an aviation pioneer. Choice, 35(3), pp. 54.

Despite Earhart’s attempts to downplay her role, Burry Port leaders continued to persist the narrative of heroism and decided to erect two monuments in her honour, which still stand today. Contrasting that with the sacrifice the local women contributed to the nation, in the same generational time frame as Earhart, no recognition has ever been established. Whilst the reasoning for the Earhart memorials can be seen as a financial decision to entice tourism it still perpetuates the hero system. Keeping in line with the figurative individual to inspire and culturally identify the community, but this is a false identity formed by controlled narrative. As this information presented itself to me it became peculiar a town centre points its identity around a figure from a completely different country who briefly visited the town (legitimisation around the town being exact location has even been questioned) but completely consciously advance collectively to slowly forget the sacrifice of ‘ones of their own’. 

In recent times these established forms of state headed method of collective memory has been challenged. During the summer of 2020, Black Lives Matter protests held demonstrations across the world, with these demonstrators motivated to demonstrate after the death of George Floyd by the hands of police officers in the United States of America. The scale of these protests grew, enough to become mainstream news and enter the psyche of general public. In the UK, these protests brought on debate questioning British colonial history and its contribution to oppression across the world. 

Looking back at my practice, I felt a large aspect of my concept was to demonstrate this injustice of failed recognition the canary girls have endured. The tendency of the state to pick and choose which groups are worthy of remembrance usually leads to a formal structure to be erected, in return feeds the hero system ingrained in the public. But with my project I felt the opposite would be appropriate in response. Using the temporary practice of wheat pasting permits only a particular timeframe for the piece to visible and experienced. External factors are imposed onto the pieces such as elemental influences, forced removal or defacing. This means oppositional opinions can influence be put upon the piece. The disposableness of the materials, paper and paste speaks metaphorically of the disposableness the establishment of the political class and factory heads envisioned of the working class, canary girls, and munition workers. The establishment made sure to perpetuate a constant stoking of a community’s hero system, sending the men to fight and women to the factories. In Pembrey and surrounding town of Burry Port, whilst the men were commemorated permanently with a park and commemorative plinth, the women have been left to the archive. The men’s ultimate sacrifice canonised as local heroism and above average mortality, their sacrifice remains conscious in local memory. Whereas the canary girls sacrifice can be construed as par of the course, emphasising that the ends justify the means. But by allowing the establishment to implement such reasoning as “ends justify means” gives them permission to continue exploiting the lower classes into further inequality, austerity, and depravity. In essence, if the lower class tolerate this what next? 
But for the establishment to arrange a formal ceremony of recognition for these women is not what helps perpetuate their idealist version of a hero system. Recognising that workers under the watch of the government were subjected and exposed to highly toxic environments and conditions, knowingly, and that any worker could be victim at any moment to an ‘accidental’ explosion does not fare well for the establishment, even to this day. In their eyes, they must be portrayed in a positive, all knowing position, otherwise how else can the sale of the concept of the hero system be preserved.

Due to this, the position of the canary girl in public memory is of an outsider. Not formally accepted into established recognition therefore belonging on the fringes of remembrance. I wanted to embrace the outsider stance and looked at street art in my means to form my work. Street art has long been polarising in public opinions, with its legitimisation questioned by art establishment. The work itself is predominant, and literally, on the street which contradicts with common established gallery focused installations. I chose to keep my practice in the same vein to stimulate a metaphorical parallel between the practice and subject. 

Many artists from varied mediums have engaged with the concept of collective memory and the archive. My practice has been influenced by artists including but not limited to Jeremy Deller, Christian Boltanski, Laia Abril, Peter Drew, Barbra Kruger, Susan Hiller.

My main draw of influence and inspiration is from British artist, Jeremy Deller. Self-described as more of a curator than an artist, Deller picks and experiments in many forms of expression to communicate his concepts. He uses archival, whether formal or social, to document and acknowledge various British subcultures or historical events. Deller tends to be attracted to themes or subjects which are associated in documenting the experiences of the British working class, in return realistically is an accurate, more honest depiction of British society as a whole which in future might be smoothed over by archivists and historians. These themes are not superficial, disposable topics either. He has engaged tastefully in such subjects as the 1980’s miners strikes in ‘The Battle of Orgreave’ and encouraged conversation in regard to the Iraq War in his traveling work “It Is What It Is”.

“…when asked 'How does your practice intersect with other types of memorializing and/or fictionalizing the past?', Deller responds, 'I am not sure, it is not for me to think about this'; his work invokes many other discourses but is not prescriptive. It suggests, opens up, makes possible. Yet the work abides in and of itself, making suggestions about the way that memory has been made (particularly of traumatic events).” de Groot, Jerome, 2012.


[bookmark: _GoBack] The subject matters vary but the core of Deller’s work is centred on sparking a conversation, asking the targeted community to introspectively question their surroundings and memory. Whilst this method may seem pandering or lecturing, Deller is sure to let the viewer kindle this internal discussion. In his work ‘We Here Because We’re Here’ (2016), to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the Battle of the Somme, the event saw over 1600 men dressed in World War 1 military attire disbursed around populous locations around the UK. When approached by the public, they did not speak, only hand out a small card with the details of the soldier they were representing. Initially a confusing experience, the event generated a positive reception by the public. Humanising the event gave the numbers of the death toll a physical presence, ensuring a reflective moment confronting societies passive forgetfulness to war initiated death toll.

“Carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone participates because its very idea embraces all the people. While carnival lasts, there is no other life outside it. During carnival time life is subject only to its laws, that is, the laws of its own freedom. It has a universal spirit; it is a special condition of the entire world, of the world's revival and renewal, in which all take part. Such is the essence of carnival, vividly felt by all its participants.” Bakhtin, Rabelais (1968)





Again, my installation piece is inspired by this approach as I am attempting to create an internal reflective discussion with viewers passing the wheat pasted photographs. The influence this work is to prompt discussion into the community therefore it is required to be at the location, Pembrey. As stated earlier, the work is meant to be collaborative with the community therefore keeping this work within a gallery forms a barrier, whether physical barriers or even conversational restrictions, to allow general public to experience this piece effectively.

My work is also influenced by predominantly ‘street art’ associated artists. These include French photographer JR, Shepard Fairey, Mark Titchner, Jenny Holzer, Alexandra Bell, and Peter Drew. With the phrase “street art” immediate thoughts could lead to back alleys, spray paint and graffiti. But this pigeonholed outlook disregards the successful populist styles which can resonate effectively, encourages inclusivity with its audience some gallery focused art and artists prohibit. Street art inserts itself into society and people’s lives, serving as an anarchic alternative to capitalist environments and established surroundings.

Given this, street art encourages the interruption of routine thinking cycles. Traditionally, public spaces are reserved for corporate advertising or government signage anything beyond that is considered unusual. The archival imagery I have obtained of the Pembrey munition workers and canary girls, as individual images are not significant, but the process of printing and appropriating into the spaces can become impactful, as well as ambiguity. Combining both imagery and location subverts public’s perception of the location instantaneously. It is obvious from the images that the people within the photographs are from a different time period, combined with the decaying structures at Pembrey, will cause a moments pause in the viewers thinking. With initial perplexity, trying to connect the dots of what they are looking at, the canary girls will begin to emerge from the darkness into conscious memory. This concept is inspired by the work of JR, and in particular the project “Unframed, Ellis Island” (2014). Intertwining archival imagery and the structural fabric of the abandoned Ellis Island Hospital, bringing back the memories which occupy the space. This work highlights the human property of the location but also the desensitised memory the site has become to crucial history of New York and United States identity. 

The additional part of this work is a photobook. For this I was influenced by traditional photographers who integrate and appropriate archival photography into the stories they tell. The two predominant photographers I am influenced by are Christian Paterson and Charles Fox.

In the photobook ‘Buried’ (2020), photographer Charles Fox explores the complex, tragic but brief period of Cambodian history, that of the four years of brutal dictatorship of the Khmer Rouge. Fox focuses in on a single family, the Rama family, using family photographic archives as means to tell their story either side of the four years of terror.
The book itself is organised similarly like a family photo album, it is split into three sections (before the regime, four blank red pages representing the four years of the regime, and the life after). Albeit this is a one family’s archive, many Cambodian families must have a similar shared experience with the Rama’s memory using their album as a surrogate. Family photo albums are archives formed to document a family identity and form a collective memory, often orchestrated by a singular curator, an author figure. These physical albums highlight the family’s shared positive moments, forming a shared experience but only permitted by the selective author. These archives are there to ensure safe passage to future generations, to be shared and enjoyed. On the contrary, the presence of these positive experiences does not mean an absence of negative experiences have endured. As an external viewer we are able to look beyond the familial narrative and delve beyond the photographic frames. We understand as a pretence before viewing the imagery, of the horrors which dominated the people of Cambodia and Rama family. The viewer is left helpless when looking at the family photo album before the regime, knowing the future and what will eventually occur, the tension builds like water boiling in a kettle. But unlike the kettle there is no final release or climax only an abrupt end. It is explained at the beginning of the book, the family photo albums were buried in order to keep their identities hidden from the Khmer Rouge, expecting capture or worse if their privileged life ever came to light.  The literal darkness kept the family identity guarded. Darkness is a constant theme throughout the book in contradiction to the usual typical innocent imagery such as children playing. The unseen moments which occurred between these innocent images is the true terror, left for the viewers imagination.

It was these unsettling and eerie impressions I wanted to resonate in my work, making the viewer connect the dots and self-induce empathy for the canary girls. Using archival imagery permits viewers to not exploit what events occurred, but these were documented expressions the workers wanted to be photographed and seen by others therefore there is an honesty and pride in the images. Knowing in pretence what these workers were exposed to and the efforts to conceal their conditions, the darkness encompassing the images is experienced by the viewer and not by the subject.   


Limitations encompassed this work in many forms. It is difficult to not have been impacted this past year by the COVID 19 pandemic. These impacts manifested in different challenges and approaches. This practice was always planned to be location based at Pembrey Country Park, the location of the former factory, but intermittently this site alternatingly had to shut throughout various times in my project. This impacted both parts of my project, the photobook and installation.  

As I was influenced by the work of JR, I had hoped to have truly integrated the archival imagery into the structural fabric of the remaining Pembrey site. A part of the process which would advantage an effective result would have required me to thoroughly investigate the location at depth, something the lockdown measures prevented me reaching its fullest potential. Whilst this could have deterred the project entirely, I continued to distil the concept in order for me to produce work at the location. I believe the past year has encouraged me to continuously adapt and take a DIY approach with my practice which lead me to find a newfound passion in the effective use of wheat pasting. The repetitive process of printing, pasting, building the imagery has established a harmonious shared experience with the canary girls. Often it was documented the work was reputative and routine and I enjoyed this comparative process.

Frustratingly, this past year also effected potential viewers of the work. As stated earlier this work was always intended on developing a collaborative practice with the public at location. Not only have I been impacted on restrictions but also the rest of the public, due to this the maximum potential in impactful couldn’t be reached. If I was able to repeat this project without the COVID 19 pandemic influence, that would be one of my main focuses. I successfully contacted the current managers at Pembrey Country Park and agreed for me do freely display the wheat pasted photographs. But understandably the managers were weary of any implications of crowds or possible event which could break any social distancing measures. Where this scuppered any plans for me to create a form of event for the work, I did decide to embrace these limitations by continuing with a temporary commemorative piece.    
      
This practice was not intended to be displayed within a traditional gallery format. Since the research stage, it has been clear for me to have the work installed within the remaining site at Pembrey. The standing remains such as the tunnels and pillboxes, present an opportunity. The structures themselves are slowly being absorbed by nature. initially I thought the site was returning back to its original state but evidently it is instead deserting the memory of factory and continuing forwards. Therefore, I wanted to seize the chance to use the site before it has moved on physically and but also psychologically. I plan to wheat paste archival imagery of the canary girls amongst the remaining structures at Pembrey. Once this is done, I will record a video documenting these installations ensuring the structures are also present to ensure context for the viewer. 

Due to the COVID 19 pandemic, lockdown and the hopeful easing of measures are still in the implementation and discussion phase. Planning for the final exhibition is difficult and constantly adapting. Currently public spaces access and compacity is limited therefore this needs to be considered in the final exhibit of the work. Being able to view this work remotely will be my main attention, therefore the video I will be recording documenting the work will need to be displayed. The focus of this practice was having the viewer present at Pembrey, therefore, by simply having the work photographed and displayed on the walls will give a diluted version of my concept but enough to transmit my message to the viewer. Physically the large wheat pasted photographs can be replicated and installed within the gallery. Again, this will not be as flatteringly impactful as on location but can give a visual preview.

I believe my journey into investigating collective memory through my practice is only just beginning. For me, I am left frustrated in this project’s momentary conclusion, but I can see this work evolving within the world of local collective memory. During the research phase of the project, I was able to constantly discover smaller examples of collective forgetting within my immediate location. Curatorially this is an exciting opportunity for me to develop my practice keeping within the street art / wheat pasting style using photographic techniques following such influences such as JR. The DIY approach has invigorated my capabilities and broadened my vision on ways to develop and continue this practice. Using archival materials has given me the opportunity to always keep the focus of my practice on the local community and in turn, society as a whole. Therefore, I believe there will be a continued interest by the community, not only artistically but also historical documentarily. The chance of combining location and archival photography can lead to unlimited opportunity to be creative and engagement with the community. As this work can be construed as populist, I hope to further this in potentially in order to get this future work seen amongst the community, whether thru grants or personal exploration.

As for the work with the canary girls, I became increasingly frustrated as the project developed. This was due not only to the injustice I felt towards the subject but trying to come to terms with the fact there is no final solution. Coming from a Product Design background, the final stage of the process is arriving at a completed solution but coming to the end of this current phase of the practice, it gives me encouragement to further the research into subject as stated earlier in the report. Access to more physical evidence and personal accounts will help continue develop the message, and ultimately finding some form of community acknowledgement to their sacrifice. But on a personal level, by continuing to develop this body of work I am not doing the one thing which the archive always achieves, drawing a line under a subject and moving on.

