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How did the unprecedented mass death and bereavement of World War One impact upon the way Britons remembered and commemorated their war dead? You may refer to both local and national forms of commemoration and memorialisation. 

The mass death and bereavement of the First World War impacted the way Britons commemorated their war dead in a multitude of ways, both in the formation of new methods and attitudes and a desire to adhere to that of the past. The First World War is frequently regarded as a watershed and the start modernism. Many aspects of life would never return to that of pre-war Britain, and to some extent, Fussell’s assertion that ‘the whole texture of British daily life could be said to commemorate the war’, is true.
 This essay however will discuss more active forms of memorialisation and commemoration, from local to national and to some extent overseas British memorials. In order to asses this, the impacts will be analysed with regards the lack of repatriation of the dead and the innovative use of emptiness, along with the form and inscriptions on memorials, and the planning and unveiling of commemorative structures. Primary sources including contemporary images and newspaper articles will be used along with secondary material from historians such as Winters, Gaffney and Tarlow. 
A defining feature of World War One commemoration was the impossibility of returning the bodies of those lost to their families and parishes. Not only were many graves unidentified, but the British government made it its policy not to retrieve even those whose locations were known, and Winters provides multiple examples where relatives offered money and means to bring men home, only to be refused.
 Although this policy can to some extent be seen as a logistical and financial saving, it is probably more likely that by allowing the repatriation of those with known graves, it would highlight the masses of dead with unknown resting places. Winters suggests 772,000 as a figure for British First World War losses.
 Many of these lay in unknown graves and ‘so many men had no known grave that granting the privilege of bringing back only identified bodies would discriminate against about half the population’.
 This estimation is supported by Dyer who states ‘in total 918 cemeteries were built on the Western Front with 580,000 named and 180,000 unidentified graves’.
 Furthermore, many of these men had been conscripted, and thus the situation differed from previous conflicts. The government had taken these men to fight in the war, but now they would not be brought home. This resulted in a lack of a personal site or grave for mourners, and meant that commemoration became more community based, whether locally or nationally. 
Community memorialisation did not begin with the Great War, as many examples of statues and plaques to individuals, battalions and national losses exist, including those to the Boer and Crimean Wars. In Carmarthen for example memorials were built for both of these conflicts, where the names of the fallen from all ranks are recorded.
 Other examples include the Guard’s Memorial in St James, London to the fallen in the Boer War, which is sculpted by John Bell and depicts three guardsmen and a symbolic female figure of honour.
 Not only does this demonstrate that the Great War was not the precedent for memorial building, but Donaldson suggests that ‘the experience of the South African War sharpened the desire to commemorate and remember’, putting forward the rise of the popular press and a British national consciousness as causes.
 The timeline for memorialisation is evidently longer than this conflict, but its greater appeal following the Boer War when ‘it became necessary to remember those who had died not only as soldiers but also as citizens’ marks a significant step. 
 It is likely therefore that with the mass deaths of the Great War of many who could be regarded as civilians due to conscription, communities looked to the Boer War commemoration for inspiration as it was ‘still fresh in the national psyche and provided a benchmark for society’s ability to deal with the impact of war’.
  Following the First World War there was a proliferation in the number of memorials, since a greater number of men had died and thus a greater percentage of communities were affected. This proliferation made monuments of commemoration a ubiquitous sight in villages, towns and cities, and demonstrated the impact that mass death had upon making loss and remembrance central in post-war Britain. 

The most important aspect of how mass death and bereavement affected commemoration and memorialisation following the Great War was absence. Those lost remained physically absent from Britain and local communities. Furthermore, this conflict had taken the scale and impacts of war to unknown levels and the process of rationalising, justifying and representing this was not only difficult, but arguably impossible. It was these circumstances, which led to silence, emptiness and the unknown becoming central to British commemoration and memorialisation. An obvious example of this was the introduction of the two minutes silence. Gregory describes how ‘the decision to mark the first anniversary of the Armistice with a silent pause was taken very close to the anniversary itself’, and such action did not have an established precedent in commemoration, yet evidently, it has been enduring in our commemorative acts.
 The silence is both communal and personal, in that many can share this moment of reflection, yet individuals are able to contemplate their personal loss and meaning of the conflict. This lack of specificity in commemoration is also found in national memorialisation, for example the Cenotaph and Thiepval Memorial. Both of these examples, although to some extent reflecting classical or modernist style, are almost completely devoid of any other imagery or connotation; they are a blank page for mourners to ascribe their own meaning, experiences and grief. The Cenotaph, described by Mason as ‘a simple memorial, free of religious and Christian symbolism’, who’s ‘solemn, even severe, architecture was meant to relate to death and mourning on an unprecedented scale’, has probably has maintained its popularity due to a lack of divisive associations and imagery.
 Similarly, Thiepval according to Winter, ‘is not a cry against war, but an extraordinary statement in abstract language about mass death and the impossibility of triumphalism’.
 By using this style, a memorial can be applicable to all, and adaptable to personal emotions and acts of commemoration, making it simultaneously universal and personal. Furthermore, the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior also demonstrates this, since all those who lost men in the war could relate to it, although obviously for those whose loved ones lay in unknown graves the significance was greater. Gregory describes how ‘the power and effect of the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior was based on the lack of a name’, and ‘while the warrior was nameless, he could act as a surrogate body for the mourning of thousands’.
 This is supported by a newspaper report following its unveiling which stated ‘we compute that during Thursday and Friday 300,000 people passed through the Abbey’ and that ‘there were little ones in their mother’s arms who had never known their Daddy’, demonstrating the popular significance of the site.
 Simplicity was also key on the Island of Ireland Peace Tower in Belgium, which takes the form of ‘a traditional Irish round tower, selected specifically because it dates from before the Reformation’, although this is arguably primarily due to a desire to be inclusive in a fraught political situation as opposed to a commemorative style.
 The use of emptiness and silence within commemoration demonstrates how the mass death of the First World War necessitated a significant change in the way Britons wanted and were able to remember their dead.
With regards to the form and physical structure of memorials to the First World War the most notable feature is that of variation, from simple to extravagant, and their inclusion or exclusion of religious iconography. Key styles will be discussed of the following categories: military, religious and peaceful.
 Religious memorials frequently took the form of a cross or an image of Christ. In part this can be seen as surprising given the diversification of religious beliefs following the war, which saw the rise of spirituality and to some extent the lessening of traditional Christian worship. Tarlow however suggests that ‘Christian religion was particularly effective in providing an understanding of death which gave comfort or expressed people’s experiences’.
Mosse supports this and analyses the significance of both the resurrection and sacrifice aspects of Christ’s crucifixion when regarded in comparison to war deaths. 
 It undoubtedly was a source of comfort to many to see the loss of their loved ones presented within the context of these grand religious themes. Examples of this type of memorialisation include a cross of sacrifice used in Dundee’s cemetery, Haywords Heath’s Crucifixion memorial and a Celtic cross on Shetland.
 This use of religious imagery was not a new development with the First World War, as demonstrated by Dingwall’s memorial to the Seaforth Highlanders in the Boer War, which takes the form of a cross.  Celtic associations however make this a symbol of cultural as well as Christian identity.
 Even in circumstances when overt Christian iconography was regarded as too sectarian, it was still present to some extent, for example The National Scottish Memorial located at Edinburgh Castle.
 The building, erected in the famous Craigleith Edinburgh stone, contains a number of shrines and religious images, is church like in its architecture, but is neither church nor chapel, and is indicative of the results of the careful balancing of viewpoints that had to be handled with the building of memorials. The continuation of the use of religious imagery in a time of diversification of religious beliefs and organisations however suggest that the mass death and bereavement caused by the First World War did prompt a change in the way people memorialised and commemorated, since religious iconography and symbolism was adhered to when it would not necessarily have been expected to. 
Christian iconography was not as popular with all communities however, with many favouring military figures instead. Lampeter, Llanddewi Brefi and Inveraray all depict a soldier in a bold stance, along with the Welsh National Memorial. In this case though the military figures representing all the forces are subsidiary to a classical depiction of victory. 
 Although this image of smart-uniformed, brave soldiers does not portray the realities of war, as with Christian iconography, it would have been a comforting image, and is reflective of prior conflict memorialisation. A further style of memorialisation was the use of peace symbolism. Key examples of this include Aberystwyth’s extravagant depiction of two women, including a wreath-bearing angel atop an obelisk, and a similar figure on Lurgan’s memorial in Northern Ireland. 
The use of such imagery is likely to have been borne of a desire for the legacy of the First World War to serve as a deterrent to war and a force for the continuation of peace, to make the lives lost part of a greater meaning and cause. More recently erected memorials to the Great War have changed dramatically in their form and meaning and there has been a greater desire to represent the more difficult aspects of war. Examples of this include a war wearied soldier depicted in a memorial at Durham and a memorial to those shot at dawn, commemorated at the National Memorial Arboretum. This memorial was unveiled on the anniversary of the ‘execution for cowardice in July 1915 of 17-year-old Private Herbert Burden’.
 The fact that this soldier was underage makes the statue showing a man tied and blindfolded all the more chilling, but demonstrates how the form of memorials is influenced by broader attitudes to conflict at the time of their creation. These forms and attributes are by no means exclusive, but were explored in this way to demonstrate the variety that exists in local and national memorials. Many in fact combined a number of these features along with national or regional style.
[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





The language used in memorialisation is arguably more traditional than corresponding physical forms, and did not change to the same extent following the mass death and bereavement of the First World War. In the post-war era much written media frequently contained elusions to a pointless conflict and outright criticisms of those responsible, through poetry, prose and plays, but the text upon memorials remained free of such attitudes. Instead, inscriptions demonstrated a ‘traditional rhetoric of patriotism’ and words found on previous memorials, including honour, duty and sacrifice remained popular. 
 An emphasis upon the fallen’s willingness to give up their lives for King and Country, and the obligation placed upon future generations was also present. Runcorn’s memorial in Cheshire is inscribed: ‘These, at the call of King and country, left all that was dear to them’, and instructs ‘let those who come after see to it that their names are not forgotten’, suggesting both the importance of the remembrance of these individuals, but also a desire to ensure that their deaths were not in vain.
 To present all dedications as alike however would be incorrect, since as with their form and structure, the words used also can vary significantly from both the expected and each other. An example of some of these variations includes a dedication to ‘the ex-servicemen, widows and dependents of this district’, demonstrating that purpose and in some cases an aspect of commemoration was upon those left behind.
 Turner suggests that names were given greater significance following the mass death and bereavement. 
 Although it is arguably rare to find local memorials without the names of the dead listed, this was not a completely new practise as many examples of Boer and Crimean War memorials include names. The practice of the bereaved visiting the memorial and touching the name of a loved one was however an important aspect of Great War commemoration. The general tone of inscriptions remained that of pride and respect, but it did also now include a greater emphasis upon ensuring these deaths were not repeated and became part of a legacy for a better world. 

A further way in which the mass death of the First World War can be seen to have changed commemoration is through the organisation of memorial proposals. As mentioned, this process became a wider and more communal undertaking and multiple viewpoints and preferences had to be considered. Issues encompassing locations, cost and political considerations affected commemoration from a local to national level. This was the case in Aberystwyth where decisions were made between memorialisation taking the form of ‘facilities for the living young men and women of the town’ or ‘a statue or monument worthy of the heroism and sacrifice of our fellow townsmen’, with the costs of the project finally settled upon totalling over £5,000.
 The National Irish Memorial faced the challenge of post-war Irish political issues and a memorial to the Great War was regarded by some ‘a political movement of an imperialist nature and view it with resentment’, delaying the dedication of the Irish National Memorial until 1940 and the Island of Ireland Peace Tower in Belgium until 1998.
 In Carmarthen the problem lay in the existence of a county memorial with ‘doubts being expressed at the likelihood of obtaining co-operation from all areas of the county’, along with the exact location for the memorial.
 It is interesting to analyse who was involved in these decisions and the dedications of the completed memorials. Although replacing private commemoration, the role of the mourning families was not necessarily as central as might have been expected. King is supportive of this process and suggests that ‘personal feelings and needs were deeply involved in the practice of commemoration, but political organisation played an essential part in giving it form’.
 It is undoubtedly true that such groups aided organisation, but individual preferences could not have been realised. Regarded as a public works and thus organised through meetings chaired by those of local significance, the National Memorial in Cardiff’s Committee for example included ‘the Earl of Plymouth, Lord Glanely, William Davies in his capacity as editor of the Western Mail, and G. F. Forsdike, Lord Mayor of Cardiff’.
 Many of these men may have been affected by losses in the war, but the fact that committees included people of local importance as opposed to those who served or were directly affected is indicative of the grander scale of memorialisation necessitated by the mass death of the First World War.   
As with written commemoration, the ceremony associated with the dedication of War Memorials was largely traditional. Due to the mass death and bereavement caused by the First World War the numbers attending unveiling ceremonies was considerable. Although it is impossible to know the exact numbers who attended, a notice posted in a newspaper warned that at the Cenotaph’s unveiling ‘it will be quite impossible to make provision for the vast number of the relatives of the glorious dead’ whom it was expected would attend.
 The unveiling of Aberystwyth memorial appeared equally popular, and in a film of the unveiling ceremony, large crowds can be seen gathered.
 This footage also shows the individuals and groups which look a leading role in the ceremony. A parade of military, other associations and the public, demonstrates the span of spectators. Subsequently soldiers are seen surrounding the memorial as Lord Ystwyth delivers a speech and Captain Edward Llewellyn unveils the names. This event therefore, included all of the key sectors that would be expected: military, local people of standing, in addition to a religious figure. Similarly at the Cenotaph, the below image shows a similar combination, with religious figures and soldiers for example clearly visible.
 Images of prior dedication ceremonies however appear remarkably similar, for example in a photograph of the unveiling of the Boer War memorial in Worcester, where large crowds, religious and military figures are also clearly visible.
 This therefore suggests that the individuals involved in such ceremonies were not greatly altered by the mass death of the Great War, and instead the population adhered to prior practises. The unveilings as with the memorialisation plans themselves would have been organised by the local authorities or committees and Moriarty suggests that ‘the ceremony enabled authorities to state how the memorial should be understood and the meaning of any iconography’.
 Tarlow contradicts this however, asserting that ‘public and personal, local and national forms of commemoration were supported by, rather than imposed upon, the British people’.
 These ceremonies associated with memorials of the First World War are a key aspect of commemoration, and forged annual commemorated as opposed to merely upon the dedication of memorials, in addition to our attitude to local and national memory to the present day. 
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In conclusion, the mass death and bereavement of the Great War had a significant impact upon the methods of memorialisation and commemoration used by Britons, through the proliferation of commemoration, an adherence to ceremony, but variety in form, and the increasing use of the concept of emptiness and silence. The increase in the number of memorials was evidently due to an increase in the numbers lost and the percentage of communities affected. The ways in which they chose to recognise this varied significantly however as different groups and individuals sought to represent their loss and its meaning in a way most profound for them, whilst balancing the politics, finances and organisation of the community. The method which was most universal was that of emptiness, either in that the war’s losses were beyond explanation and justification and that so much would remain unknown, but also a void which was applicable and appropriate to all attitudes and beliefs. Despite the mass death, commemoration did not become a platform for victory or accusation, but their undeniable presence throughout Briton, demanded and still demands a respect for the deaths they record and an unspoken acceptance of the obligation not to allow their loss to be in vain. 
Bibliography

Primary Sources

Aberystwyth: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/116377/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Carmarthen: Crimean War, 23rd Royal Welch Fusiliers Memorial, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/224427/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Carmarthen: Boer War Memorial, accessed at https://www.wwwmp.co.uk/pre-ww1-war-memorials/carmarthenshire-boer-war-memorial/, accessed on [28/12/17].

London: Guards Crimean War Memorial, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/111999, accessed on [28/12/17].

Cenotaph Unveiling, Army and Navy Gazette, 23rd October 1920, accessed at https://search.findmypast.co.uk/bna/viewarticle?id=bl%2f0001394%2f19201023%2f077, accessed on [28/12/17].

Cenotaph Memorial Unveiling, London, (1920), accessed at http://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/104, accessed on [28/12/17].

Dingwall: Boer War, Seaforth Highlanders, accessed at http://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/13474, accessed on [28/12/17].

Dundee Eastern Cemetery: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/141151/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Haywards Heath: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/67199/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Inveraray: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/116779/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Lampeter: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/232507/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Llanddewi Brefi: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/253920/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Lurgan: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/190195/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Pembroke Dock: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/116464/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Runcorn: First World War, accessed at http://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/58, accessed on [28/12/17].

The Pilgrimage National Manifestation at the Abbey: The Unknown’s Grave, Sheffield Evening Telegraph, 13th November 1920, accessed at https://search.findmypast.co.uk/bna/viewarticle?id=bl%2f0000276%2f19201113%2f065, accessed on [28/12/17].

Scottish National War Memorial: First World War, accessed at https://www.snwm.org/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Unveiling of Aberystwyth War Memorial, (1923), National Library of Wales. 

Walls: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/153329/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Welsh National Memorial: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/116638/, accessed on [28/12/17].

Worcester Boer War Memorial Unveiling, (1908), accessed at http://www.cfow.org.uk/picture.php?/1202, accessed on [28/12/17].

Secondary Sources

Black J., ‘Thanks for the memory: war memorials, spectatorship and the trajectories of commemoration 1919-2001’, in Matters of Conflict: Material Culture, Memory and the First World War, Ed. N. J. Saunders, (New York: Routledge, 2004).
Donaldson P., Remembering the South African War, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013). 

Dyer G., The Missing of the Somme, (Edinburgh: Cannongate Books, 2012).

Furlong J. et al, ‘They Shall Not Grow Old: An analysis of trends in memorialisation based on information held in the UK National Inventory of War Memorials’, Cultural Trends, Vol. 45, (2003).

Gaffney A., Aftermath: Remembering the Great War in Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1998).
Fussell P., The Great Memory and Modern Memory, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

Gregory A., The Silence of Memory: Armistice Day 1919-1946, (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1994). 

Jeffery K., Ireland and the Great War, (Cambridge: University Press Cambridge, 2000).
King A., ‘The Politics of Meaning in the Commemoration of the First World War in Britain, 1914-1939’ (Unpublished PhD: University of London, 1993).

Macleod J., ‘Britishness and Commemoration: National Memorials to the First World War in Britain and Ireland’, in Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 48, No. 4 (2013). 

Mason L., Commemoration and Memorial Construction in West Wales following the Great War, PhD Thesis, University of Wales Lampeter, 2009.

Moriaty C., ‘Private Grief and Public Remembrance’, in War Memory in the 20th Century, Eds.  M. Evans and K. Lunn, (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 1997).

Mosse G. L., Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). 

Palmer C., ‘Mario Rutelli’s War Memorials in Aberyswyth’, Journal of Ceredigion Historical Society, Vol. 17, No. 4.

Tarlow S., Bereavement and Commemoration: An Archaeology of Mortality (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).
Turner S. V., ‘The Poetics of Permanence? Inscriptions, Memory and Memorials of the First World War’, Sculpture Journal, Vol. 24, No. 1, (2016). 

Winters J., Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 

Winters J., The Great War and the British People, (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education LTD, 1985). 

Figure 4: Military and religious figures along with members of the public are visible in this photograph showing the unveiling of the Cenotaph in London, on 11th November 1920. 


Cenotaph Memorial Unveiling, London, (1920), accessed at http://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/104, accessed on [28/12/17].








Figure 5: Similar to the above photograph of the unveiling of the Cenotaph to commemorate the First World War. Large crowds are gathered including a notable religious and military presence. 


Boer War Memorial Unveiling, Worcester, (1908), accessed at http://www.cfow.org.uk/picture.php?/1202, accessed on [28/12/17].








Figures 1,2 and 3: Examples of different war memorial designs: a cross of sacrifice at Dundee, a soldier figure at Inveraray and the two women of the Aberystwyth memorial, depicting peace and the emergence from war. 
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Inveraray: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/116779/, accessed on [28/12/17].


Aberystwyth: First World War, accessed at https://www.warmemorialsonline.org.uk/memorial/116377/, accessed on [28/12/17].
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