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Alison Bater – Dissertation Proposal.
Context.
My dissertation will consider the key words of loss, trauma and the vanquished from the perspective of conflict. It will specifically consider human cost of conflict. Given the enormity of war and conflict it is perhaps hardly surprising that visual artists, writers, thinkers and film makers should be moved to meditate on conflict in an effort to understand, elicit meaning and to consider its victims. Such meditations may variously record the effects of war through depictions of loss through bitterness, repentance and powerlessness.  Moreover, art in all in its forms when considering these visceral emotions, more often than not guide us through a journey from idealism to disillusionment that may lead sometimes to the edge of an emotional abyss. Set against this poignant context my dissertation will critically discuss how visual artists, writers, thinkers and filmmakers have reflected, shaped and engaged with loss, trauma and the vanquished in conflict.

Loss 
My starting point for the word loss began with some initial research I conducted into ideas of the sublime in art. It caused me to consider how the emotions of terror form an integral part of the sublime. In 18th and 19th Century Romanticism, artists like David Caspar Friedrich (Fig. 1) and poets such as Coleridge and Shelley, characteristically represent the feeling of sublime as being on the very edge of terror and in a situation beyond one’s control. Moreover, this feeling may educe a sense of feeling powerless or diminished. 
[image: ]
	Fig 1. Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1818).
	Caspar David Friedrich.

I then considered how conflict and war had been a predominant cause of terror in the 20th and 21st Centuries. This was a period where people in powerless situation not of their making often have to deal with the terror of loss. The sense of loss, whether it is a loss of life, loss of freedom or loss of innocence is arguably one of the great terrors of last 100 years.   
The First World War and all its despair in the face of loss, provided a moment in history where artists sought to understand how the world had changed. Although wars had been fought for centuries, it is perhaps The Great War that marks a seed change, whereupon conflict had become industrialised and loss was witnessed on a previously unthinkable scale. For modernist artists, this war provided them with appropriate context, given that modernism as an art form had sought to reject the certainties of the past and the traditions of classicism. The read across from the industrialisation of war, to modernism in art and all its sub genres was thus obvious and an abundance of meaningful creative responses emerged, chronicling an unfamiliar landscape with interpretations that were moving and unconditionally honest. In analysing these artistic responses, my research into loss will consider the work and texts of a range of artists and thinkers with particular emphasis on the work of Paul Nash, Wyndham Lewis and Wilfred Owen. 
In the work of Paul Nash we see a modernist artist seeking to make sense of loss on a daily basis. Like many artists of the period, Nash experienced loss at first hand in the trenches and his work is fittingly haunting, honest and rich in visual metaphor. Nash offers a bitter meditation where loss manifestly bleeds from the canvas. His works expresses an anger that is often directed towards the loss of a natural environment, in a depiction of a landscape and humanity that has been utterly violated (Fig. 2.)
[image: ]
	Fig 2. We Are Making a New World Together (1918). 
	Paul Nash.


	Like Nash, Wyndham Lewis also presents solemn images in ghostly and haunting scenes. Lewis, one of the founders of the Vorticist movement, returns to the theme of loss of innocence repeatedly.  My dissertation will focus on Lewis’s meditation of this theme and will assess his portrayals of total human degradation. It will consider how Lewis seeks to evoke a shocking sense of detachment, where figures are portrayed as mere automatons, who are dehumanised and lost (Fig. 3).
[image: ]
Fig 3. A Battery Shelled (1919). Wyndham Lewis.

The inhuman conditions of the Great War witnessed a profound upsurge of enduring artistic expression and none less so than in poetry. An outpouring of anger and bewilderment from articulate young people, placed in terrible conditions provide us with a Poignant vision of loss that was experienced in a war that arguably changed the way we think about conflict. My research will consider the work of the poet Wilfred Owen, where the predominant theme of loss emerges frequently. It will consider the sense of loss of hope we feel in poems such as Disabled (1917), where we witness the despair of a soldier whose life has seemed to have lost all hope due to his disabling injuries. 


Trauma 
	With loss comes psychological trauma, where psyches have been damaged as a result of loss and distress. In considering trauma my research will sustain the themes of loss from the First World War by first considering a poem of personal trauma from Rudyard Kipling. It will then move forward to the Second World War to consider trauma on the home front, as represented in the work of Henry Moore and his sketches of life in communal air raid shelters in London, during the blitz of the 1940s. Building on this, I will then reflect on how trauma effected an entire nation, by considering Hollywood response to the Vietnam conflict, whereby movies such as the Deer Hunter (1977) and Born on the Fourth of July (1989) offered a traumatised American public a meditation on the conflict.
In analysing Kipling’s poem My Boy Jack (1915), I will consider how the poet offers a eulogy of bereavement from the home front. It is a poem of profound trauma, given Kipling’s tireless efforts to ensure his son’s enlistment in the Irish Guards, despite his severe eyesight difficulties. The poem comprises of two voices that question and answer, mirroring the rhythm of the tide as it ebbs and flows. It is a work that reflects upon the tragic dilemma for many families whose sons were ‘missing in action’. The dissertation will consider through artistic representations how trauma and the overwhelming effects of grief affected the families of the fallen. 
The sculptor Henry Moore in his ‘shelter sketches’ also offers a portrayal of trauma on the home front. Working in pencil and ink, rather than sculpture, Moore was originally commissioned by the British Government to produce propaganda images that depicted stoicism and fortitude of the British against imminent attack from the Luftwaffe. However, his drawings reveal far more troubling notions of trauma, incapacity and helplessness in nightmarish scenes of sprawling bodies in the London Underground as if corpses in a crypt (Fig 4.). It is a solemn meditation on trauma from the bowels of a city and it would influence much of Moore’s later work.
[image: ]
Fig 4. Tube Shelter Perspective (1941).
 Henry Moore.
	
	The theme of trauma is also explored within the genre of the Vietnam movie. In what can be seen as one of the darkest chapters of American life, Hollywood endeavored to scrutinize the sense of public trauma caused by the losses suffered during the conflict. Such was the public mood of disillusionment, my dissertation will consider the factors that meant Vietnam was largely ignored by Hollywood for nearly a decade. It will consider how Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter (1978) (Fig. 5) was the first movie to reject the xenophobic traditions of the Hollywood war movie and how this film and Oliver Stone’s, Born on the Fourth of July (1989) scrutinizes trauma through the eyes of war veterans.
[image: ]
Figure 5. The Deer Hunter (1977)
 Dir. Michael Cimino

Vanquish 

	My third key word is Vanquish. My research will specifically consider how the vanished, losers and the captured of conflict are represented. Continuing with the genre of moving image, I will consider three key works that each has a distinct perspective. The works and texts considered will be the Spanish film, El Espiritu de la Comena / The Spirit of the Beehive (1973), the Italian film, La Vita a Bella / Life is Beautiful (1997) and the Iranian/French animated film Persepolis (2007).
	In The Spirit of the Beehive (1973) we witness the point of view of a little girl. Set in an isolated community in Francoist Spain during the Spanish Civil War, Victor Erice provides a meditation on the subjugated and an endemic conspiracy of silence amongst a community. It is a film that considers the vanquished and how such a society may seek to come to terms with its past and its future And does this by exploring the relationship between a little girl called Ana and her older sister Isobel (Fig.6).
[image: ]
Fig 6. The Spirit of the Beehive (1974). Dir. Victor Erice.

 Their relationship is used as a metaphor for the tension between oppressed Republicans and the authoritarian Francoists, as we witness Ana forever seeking truth, whilst her controlling sister spins her lies. The dramatic device of a child’s perspective in this film will be assessed in my research.
	Humour would appear completely inappropriate and tasteless in a portrayal of the holocaust. However, in Roberto Benigni’s, Life is Beautiful (1997), our collective holocaust sensibilities are challenged in a comedic meditation that aims to celebrate the profound sublimity of the human spirit in utterly hopeless conditions. My analysis will consider the central protagonist, Guido, a young Jewish Italian with a larger than life persona as he seeks to remain positive in the face of hell. In a series of vignettes, we observe how his sense of humour help him survive often awful situations in pre-war Italy and how he and his young son are taken to a concentration camp to face inevitable death (Fig. 7).
[image: ]
Fig 7. Life is Beautiful (1997) Dir. Roberto Benigni.
	Finally, my research will focus on the work of graphic novelist, Marjane Satrapi. It will specifically consider her animated French/Iranian film Persepolis (2007), where we witness the life of Marji, a 10-year old girl in post-revolutionary Iran in 1980 (Fig. 8). 
[image: ]
Fig 8. Persepolis (2007).  Marjane Satrapi.

Like Erice in The Spirit of the Beehive, Satrapi uses the unique viewpoint of a child’s perspective to elicit meaning. My dissertation research will consider the life of the subjugated Marji as she is forced to wear a veil and is diminished because of her gender. In the context of the vanquished and gender, my research will investigate how Marji rationalizes her experiences of prejudice. Moreover, It will assess the role of education and enlightenment for Marji, as she seeks to find answers and discovers her family history.

Contextualisation of question and research.
My research thus far has revealed how conflict has had a significant and dramatic effect on people throughout the last 100 years. At times the world has seemed impossibly polarised during the period. War, conflict, cultural and religious revolutions have predominated for many people. The consequential sense of loss and trauma suffered has been profound. Moreover, the beaten and the vanquished have had to reassess their cultural and personal identities in challenging situations. I have been struck how the creative response deals with all these factors. That response, whether it is from artists, writers or filmmakers have all contributed important creative reflections on the consequences of conflict. Each account influences our perceptions of conflict and increases our understanding. Whether it is from the perspective of a soldier, a helpless spectator, or someone who has been defeated, the artistic response seeks to shine a critical light on personal experiences in awful circumstances. 
Research question
Set against this context and background by research question is as follows: 
In which ways do artists, writers and filmmakers engage with ideas of loss, trauma and the vanquished in their portrayals of conflict? How are these themes shaped and reflected and how do they contribute to our understanding of the effects of conflict? 
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