Artistic responses to WW1: Comparing early 20th Century and Contemporary interpretations.
The early 20th century and contemporary interpretations of artistic responses to World War One will be the subject of this essay. Aled Rhys Hughes, Rob Heard, and Paul Nash are the artists whose work will be reviewed and analysed. Each of the chosen artists uses a variety of artistic mediums to express conflict. For instance, Nash painted, Heard developed an installation, and Hughes utilises photography. 
Conflict has always had a significant impact on the art world since it still permeates much of what we see in photography and other art forms today. Sharing ideas and experiences is at the heart of art. As a means of communication, art enables us to see, comprehend, and interact with difficult thoughts, feelings, and concepts (CWGC, 2022). War art can be used for a variety of reasons and can have a wide range of consequences. It can be used to support or oppose a war, to aid in the post-war recovery process, or to inform the public about what happened or is happening at combat sites (Brancati, 2020).
Aled Rhys Hughes is a photographer and educator, who was born in the Rhondda, South Wales. In an effort to capture the mood and ambience of the woods, he visited the location every July for six years, from 2009 to 2015, and created the photographic series Mametz (BBC, 2016a). In 2016, this body of art was displayed in Aberystwyth’s National Library of Wales with piece by David Jones which include his poem In Parenthesis. The poem captures Jones perspective of World War One as he was a private on the Western Front and he served in the newly formed 15th Battalion of the Royal Welch Fusiliers, which was made up of both native Londoners and Welshmen who lived in London (Edwards & Hughes, 2023a). Jones published his 187-page poem nineteen years after the war ended (Edwards & Hughes, 2023b). This poem, which blends elements of truth and fiction, depicts David Jones' alter persona John Ball and traces Jones's journey from the time he set off for France in 1915 to the Somme in 1916 (Sheers, 2016). This poem gives the reader a sense of what life was like for troops in the trenches because it is partially biographical. The photographs in this series depict several locations where the battle was fought, such as the field of where, artillery shells that have not detonated, crosses displayed on trees, Welsh flags that have been nailed to trees, and fragmented remains of two soldiers’ boots. Hughes stated that “It's seriously hard to put the feel of the forest into words. When I went the first time all I did was read David Jones' poem, In Parenthesis” (BBC, 2016a).
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Figure 1: Mametz, Aled Rhys Hughes, 2016
This photograph displays a vibrantly green, overgrown forest from the Mametz photo series. This image focuses on a single tree that has a Welsh flag attached to it; the flag's discoloration indicates that it was likely affixed to the tree many years before Hughes took the photograph. “13th Welsh” is stated on the flag, but due to the camera’s positioning and the flag’s discolouration, it is no longer possible to make out the other writing next to and around this because it has been attached for many years and the white area of the flad has become yellow. The tree with the flag attached to it stands out and seems different from the other trees in the image because it is paler and has no moss or other smaller trees growing on it, in contrast to the other trees that are visible in the image. The fact that this particular tree is in the centre of the shot and stands apart from the other trees makes it clear that the photographer wants us to pay attention to it and that it is the key focal point. Unlike some of the other photos in this series, this one does not show any violence or much else that would suggest that this was a battleground, but when the viewer considers the area's history, they may begin to picture the bloodshed that occurred here all those years ago. Without knowing the history behind the image, the spectator would probably not be particularly affected by it unless they were Welsh due to the photograph's subtle allusions to the areas past. Viewers with different nationalities would interpret this image differently from Welsh viewers since the Welsh viewer might feel patriotic when they see the flag that is attached the tree.
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Figure 2: Mametz, Aled Rhys Hughes, 2016
This picture depicts a shell that has been stuck in a tree for so long that the tree has grown around it. The shell may not be immediately apparent in this picture since it has rusted over time and changed colour causing it to blend in with the trees, but as you examine the photograph more closely, you can see it clearly. When you first searching, your eyes will stray through the images as you explore Mametz Woods and foliage. The shell is not one of the first things you look at, so if Hughes had placed the camera differently, the viewer may notice it more quickly than you do now. However, by lowering the camera so that the shell is more in the centre, this would immediately reduce the time it takes for you to notice it. It is easy to walk through this war memorial without ever realising that millions of people were killed there in the 1916 conflict, despite it being a war site. The only things that would indicate this are the shells that have not exploded, or the tiny flags raised to honour the history of the location. With overgrown vegetation, Mametz Woods is quite colourful despite it being a place of death.
In a review of Mametz by Richard Edwards (2016), he states that this series “is a sensitive, allusive photo-essay about the interactions between landscape, memory and time.” In this review Edwards also went on to state that “Mametz is a moving act of remembrance and homage”. These quotes from Edwards show that he believes that the photographs created by Hughes not only depict a site of war but also shows what actually happened all those years ago.  Many of the images in this series show weapons that were left behind, and by capturing them, the series not only teaches viewers about World War One but also helps them imagine what the forest was like during that time when it was rampant with violence. 
The Mametz Woods is depicted in a subtle way by Aled Rhys Hughes because the main focus of most of the photographs in this series is not always in the centre of the frame. However, it is still main subject of an image in the centre, the viewer is forced to concentrate on various elements of the shot rather than just that one subject, which makes it easier for them to fully comprehend all the photographer wants them to observe.
The Shrouds of the Somme is an art installation created by Rob Heard (BBC, 2016b). To honour each person who had died in the First World War, Rob Heard handcrafted 19,240 plastic-shrouded figures. Heard printed out the names of the fallen soldiers before starting to create the sculptures, and he then dedicated each one to a specific soldier. In 2018, to commemorate one hundred years since the end of World War One, The Shrouds of the Somme were put on display at Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park. They have also been shown in Salisbury, Exeter, Belfast, Bristol, and Thiepval in France, where the men's names are listed on the Thiepval Memorial. 
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Figure 3: The Shrouds of the Somme, Rob Heard, 2018
Figure 3 shows an overhead shot of Heard's figures. Since it would be impossible to view this many figures by standing on top of them, a drone or other similar technology would have been required to take this photo. Given that none of the figures are in the same position, the above image accentuates the fact that each one is devoted to a different fallen soldier and informs the audience that each figure is, in fact, unique. This also provides the audience something to look at because if they all had the same appearance, they would be less interested in it because it would become monotonous. The figures are set atop a field of dark green grass, which makes them stand out because they were made by hand from white plastic. If they were placed against a lighter background, they would not stand out as much as they do in this circumstance, which was likely carefully considered before the artist decided where and how to display his work. Since Heard's work is based on the Battle of the Somme, which took place in Mametz Woods, Heard’s decision to arrange the figures on the grass was made because it would have significant meaning.
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Figure 4: The Shrouds of the Somme, Rob Heard, 2018
Figure 4 displays Rob Heard's work in a different way than figure 3, since it positions the camera close to the ground near the figures instead of using the same overhead shot. By employing this camera angle, it is possible to see the stadium and a piece of the ArcelorMittal Orbit in the upper right corner of the image. The ArcelorMittal Orbit is one of the world's longest tube slide and the tallest sculpture in the UK (ArcelorMittal Orbit, 2023). In contrast to figure 3, this image has a different dynamic due to the modern architecture structures in the background to symbolise the present while the figures depict the deaths of soldiers in 1914–1918. In this image, the spectator can see that a few of the figurines have poppies placed on top of or next to them, but most of the figures do not, which may indicate that the viewers of the exhibition left them to signify their love for a relative who served in the war. 
Paul Nash, a British surrealist painter, photographer, author, and war artist born in 1889, created the oil painting We are Making a New World (Every Picture Tells a Story, 2023). Early in 1917, he joined the army and was sent to Ypres, Belgium, where he later rose to the position of official war artist (Tate, 2023). We are Making a New World, is a piece of art that highlighted the harm done to the environment, was displayed as part of the Void of War exhibition at Leicester Galleries (Tate, 2023). 
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Figure 5: We are Making a New World, Paul Nash, 1918
This is Nash's first oil painting, and it is based on his drawing Sunrise, Inverness Copse (Imperial War Museums, 2023). The Western Front, which has been devastated by war, is depicted in both the sketch and the painting. The dead trees and earthen mounds represented in this artwork demonstrate the catastrophe that occurred as the ground was permanently altered by the bombs and other wartime weaponry. Due to the fact that this is a landscape painting, it has very earthy tones, which are typically used to convey feelings of security and comfort (PIXERF, 2018). However, due to the way that these tones have been used in this painting, their typical connotations are altered because the viewer is not given any solace since this painting depicts the devastation brought on by the war. Despite all of the bloodshed and death that has occurred on the land, Nash's placement of the rising sun and how it illuminates the scene may give the spectator the impression that there is still some hope. The title of the artwork We are Making a New World refers to the destruction that has caused the environment to change beyond recognition and that the “landscape has become un-navigable, unrecognisable and utterly barren” (Imperial War Museums, 2023). Although it is a war artwork, not a single person can be seen throughout the piece, which may not be what the viewer expected. In contrast to how war paintings from this decade typically depict human conflict, this one shows the harm done to the environment.
Hughes, Heard, and Nash are artists who have used different media to depict the conflict of war. Hughes decided to take photographs, while Heard constructed an installation and Nash produced a painting. In addition to using various media, these artists have also represented the war in their works in diverse manners. For example, Nash's painting uses abstraction to show the damage done to the land, whereas Heard's installation is a large-scale piece that shows how many people died in the war, and Hughes' photography reveals how the land has recovered 100 years after the war. Hughes and Nash's work does not elicit the same emotional response because it is much smaller in comparison, and neither of their works display any soldiers due to the nature of what they are showing which again gives the pieces a different dynamic. In contrast, it could be argued that Heard's work has a greater emotional response because you do not realise the full effect that the war had until you see this piece, which begins to put it into perspective. Only one of the three artists in this essay—as opposed to Hughes and Nash—has shown individuals, as seen in Heard's Shrouds of the Somme. It was unusual for Nash to paint without depicting any soldiers, especially in considering the fact that he served as an official war artist. By including humans into the work, you can start to understand the true impact that the war had, but if you were to just glance at the landscape, you would not be able to feel the sorrow and suffering that occurred there. Nash saw the conflict first-hand because he was an official war artist at the time, however Hughes and Heard's perspective on it is different because they are looking back at it. As a result, Hughes and Heard are responding to something that they have not personally experienced unlike Nash.
The spectator might conclude that by each work of art representing a different aspect of the war, it gives the piece a different feeling by examining early 20th century and contemporary interpretations of artistic responses to World War One and the many media they have utilised to portray their work. Since conflicts have existed throughout history, it is critical that art about these conflicts be created because without it, the general population would have no real understanding of what it is like to fight. War is something that will continue to happen for years to come as “War is a distinctly human activity. So is art. It is no wonder then that as long as humanity has fought wars and sought peace, artists have responded in as varied and diverse ways as the wars that provoked them” (King's College London, 2021). Although while some war art is not based on first-hand accounts, it is nevertheless necessary to capture the actual battlefield, as Hughes has done. This really contrasts with works like Nash that actually reflect the first-hand experience. 
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