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	The need to remember and make sense of loss appears to be an inescapable element of the human condition. Whether we commemorate loss by a range of artistic responses, by erecting monoliths of remembrance, or by the simple and impromptu laying of flowers at the roadside, it remains as an enduring and culturally important feature of our collective and personal responses to the commemoration of death. This essay will examine these notions from a social, political and historical perspective and will aim to achieve this by focussing on three distinct examples of commemoration. It will analyse Paul Fusco’s photojournalistic work, RFK Funeral Train (1968), Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial (1980 – 82) and it will also consider the public response to the death of Diana, The Princess of Wales in 1997. 
	In the 1960s many parts of the world witnessed significant social, political and cultural change. In America, the decade has come to represent a loss of American innocence, which was signified in large part by a series of assassinations of key people and also by the tragedy of the Vietnam conflict. The decade had started in a wave of what seemed like unstoppable idealism, when the young Democrat politician, John F. Kennedy was elected as President in 1960. Kennedy’s charisma, his inspiring rhetoric and his vision of a New Frontier, caught the imagination of young voters like never before, but just three years later, his assassination caused a wave of public grief. His important legacy of black civil rights endured after his passing, but the most important leader of the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Junior, would also die from an assassination in April 1968. Furthermore, just two months later, John Kennedy’s brother, Robert F. Kennedy was also assassinated. An artistic response that evokes remembrance of Robert Kennedy’s death is offered by Paul Fusco’s photographic collection, RFK The Funeral Train (1968). It is work that registers the sense of overwhelming public grief that many American felt as a result of Robert Kennedy’s death, and also by extension the deaths of his brother John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King.
	Fusco was commissioned by the American magazine Look to record the emotional journey of Robert Kennedy’s coffin, as it proceeded down the east coast of America from New York City to the national cemetery in Arlington, Virginia. He was given complete access to ride on the train and compiled over 2,000 photographs of on looking mourners during the train’s slow journey over nine hours. It was Fusco’s idea to turn the camera towards ordinary everyday Americans, as they stopped briefly to pay respect to a man whose idealism had given them much hope. The photos that were eventually published in an extensive book have come to serve as a memory text for Americans and continue to have an active life as a retrospective memorial of the 1960s (Francisca Fuentes, 2010). 
 Although intended as a journalistic record, the photos offer a chronicle of grief and lost hope in a series of often fleeting and repetitive shots, which variously come into focus, only then to recede into a blur of shapes and forms. American historian and academic Shelley Rice comments, “This is more than a simple exercise in art appreciation but a tale of our terrors, confrontations, repressions and resolutions.” (2010, p. 200). Indeed, an implicit mood of national disillusionment and of a country in trauma is achieved by memorialisation of a critical moment in history. The American dream to nightmare trajectory of the 1960s, whereby idealism was usurped by disillusionment is portrayed with emotion as we look at the faces of ordinary people frozen in time. Variously we see people waving, staring obliquely or saluting as the train mournfully passes; people are seen in impromptu gatherings standing on bridges, in their gardens, or at the roadside. Fleetingly Fusco’s photos appear to offer a sense of the transcendence, such as in a photo of a family on their lawn watching the train, when we notice that the sunlight captured above a little girl’s head becomes a golden nimbus, which although accidental may offer us to search for deeper meanings. Academic James Stevenson perhaps sums up the evocation when he comments that it is “not only the faces and clothes that catch the eye, it is the hands” (Stevenson, 2008). Ultimately, Fusco’s RFK Funeral Train records the journey of one funeral, but also importantly functions as a meditation for three national funerals. Through the faces and hands of ordinary people, he offers a highly emotional memorial that acts as a visual metaphor for the end of political hope and idealism. 	
	At this time, the American national psyche was shaken by another seismic event, the Vietnam War. The earliest incidents of this long and tragic conflict had started as early as 1955, but its acceleration during the 1960s has in large part come to define America’s self-image during a momentous decade. The notion of dream to nightmare, and idealism to disillusionment is represented in the starkest of terms by the Vietnam War, and America’s national narrative and its role on the world’s stage became as result, confused and uncertain. The war eventually ended in 1975 but the American nation had become indelibly scarred by loss, and the American psyche would take many years to recover its confidence. As a commemoration to the fallen at Vietnam, a design competition was launched in 1979 to design and erect a monument that would honour the lives of nearly 60,000 service personnel. The eventual winning design was by a young artist called, Maya Lin.
	Given the destructive scale of events, the clean simplicity of Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial (1982) evokes a sense of profound emotion. Its simplicity is amplified by the sheer size of the installation, which is made up from two walls, each extending nearly 250 feet.  The walls are modestly etched in regularly spaced typography, with the names of the service personnel who died or remain lost. Nevertheless, whilst the memorial’s artistic merits may appeal to some, it is perhaps inevitable that other people would prefer the act of commemoration to have a more traditional and literal aesthetic. And so, it followed that Lin’s design did not meet with universal approval, and many influential people in government expressed their discontentment in the starkest of terms, often referring to the piece as a ‘black gash of shame’ (Garber, 2007). Such overtly hostile reactions provoked a negativity amongst some members of the public and in what could be argued as a compromise, the competition’s third placed artist Frederick Hart, was commissioned to create an additional structure. Hart’s bronze structure, The Three Soldiers (1984) offers an aesthetic that is clearly positioned within the figurative tradition, and eponymously depicts three American service men from European, African and Asian origin. Moreover, Hart’s work was placed facing Maya Lin’s original installation.
 Whilst Maya Lin was unhappy that her original composition may have been compromised by Hart’s additional work, the controversy of these two installations does provide us with valuable insight into the importance of commemoration for different people. In essence, each of us may possess a natural preference for how we prefer to remember, and whilst some may prefer memorialisation to take on a meditative quality, others prefer the act of commemoration to adopt a more heroic characteristic. Nevertheless, the solemnity of both pieces remains arguably intact, and the physical distance between Hart and Lin’s work means that neither is compromised. Moreover, some argue that the relationship between the two pieces is symbiotic; Hart himself commented:
I see the wall as a kind of ocean, a sea of sacrifice that is overwhelming and nearly incomprehensible in the sweep of names. I place these figures upon the shore of that sea, gazing upon it, standing vigil before it, reflecting the human face of it, the human heart. (Doubek, p. 233)

	The Vietnam Veterans Memorial has become a place of pilgrimage for many who wish to remember and commemorate the impact of a tragic conflict. Over three million people every year make the journey to Washington to pay homage and to contemplate the meaning of loss. There are many other examples of public responses to death, and in 1997, Britain witnessed an act of seemingly spontaneous public grief. Diana, Princess of Wales was killed in a road traffic accident in Paris, whilst her car was being hunted by paparazzi photographers. The scenes of grief and anguish that followed throughout the country led to a mixture of anger, surprise, shock and dismay. It would lead to a tidal outpouring of grief, never seen before and caused many to reconsider their attitudes towards the monarchy. Whilst, traditional forms of commemoration and legacy projects would eventually transpire, it was the impromptu actions of huge numbers of people that became perhaps the most enduring memorial to the dead princess. 
	Diana died on 31st August 1997 and whilst the initial reaction was one of shock and quiet respect, a smouldering storm of anger and antagonism also began to emerge. Spontaneous memorials developed at significant locations, such as outside the gates of Buckingham Palace and Kensington Palace, her official residence in London, where it was estimated that over one million bouquets of flowers were laid in respect; similarly, her ancestral home at Althorp in Northamptonshire, was overwhelmed by floral tributes to such an extent that people were asked to stop due to concerns regarding public safety (Richards, 2016). Whilst a wave of grief seemed to be gripping the nation, some public commentators rejected the scenes as a form of mass hysteria, fuelled by a media that focused its coverage on sentimentality, rather than reality and facts; Jonathan Freedland, a noted commentator from the Guardian newspaper argues that the public reaction was, “like a mawkish, self-pitying teenage entry in a diary… our collective moment of madness, a week when we somehow lost our grip” (Freedland, 2007).
	The death seemed to mark something far more symbolical than anyone could have guessed. Whilst the reaction may have been driven by over sentimentalised press coverage, it may also be argued that the scale of public mourning signalled deeper truths, that indicated cultural change, especially in attitudes towards the establishment in the form of the monarchy. Many, although professing an affection for the Queen, were given television ‘air time’ to openly criticise her reactions as being cold hearted and uncaring. Such was the growing sense of indignation amongst the public, that protocol had to feverishly catch up with public sentiment; although the Princess was divorced and thus no longer officially a member of the Royal family, public pressure insisted that all flags on Royal residences should be lowered, that her funeral should be a state occasion, and that the Queen should make a live broadcast on television. On her death, the then Prime Minister, Tony Blair, declared Diana as, “The People’s Princess,” and whilst his comments may have smacked of  political soundbite, it would seem that ‘people power’, or at the very least, public pressure had for a short time come to influence as never seen before. In analysis of the phenomenon that surrounds Diana’s death, Susanne Greenhalgh comments:
The carpets of flowers outside ‘suitable’ or ‘substitute’ sites were scrutinized or celebrated as popular art, as secular worship, or as emblems of a form of ‘floral revolution’. Royal attempts at the performance of grief, on the other hand, were all too often seen as demonstrating an inept command of this newly powerful language of flowers, giving impetus to the developing media opposition of heartless formality with heartfelt popular sorrow. (Greenhalgh, 1999)

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Ultimately, the need to remember, memorialise and commemorate appear to be deeply engrained in the human psyche. It appears that whilst everyone may experience personal loss and will thus mourn in a variety of personal ways, the death of an admired public figure and the loss of the war dead, compel many of us to search for deeper meaning. Moreover, that innate search for meaning may often extend beyond the sense of initial loss, and may cause many to consider wider cultural and political contexts.
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