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The missing of the Somme by Geoff Dyer





Geoff Dyer’s books:


two novels (The Colour of Memory (1989) and The Search (1993)),


a book about jazz, But Beautiful (1991)


a critical study of John Berger





Characteristics:


least Dyer-ish


discursive, off-kilter insights into art, photography, and the wars we organize our knowledge


fragmented form


approach to war of an amateur


underscore of the importance of history’s grand narratives


ruminative approach to history





Subjects:


remembrance and representation of war


effect of the idea of war on the author’s generation





Issue:


the way memory has determined the meaning of war





Structure:


writes the story of the war’s effects generating their cause


opens describing an old family album moving on to more general reflections on the photography, memorials, and literary testaments of the war





Purpose:


mediating previous attempts to mediate the First World War


attempting to impose meaning retrospectively and perhaps even to alter history





Accomplishment:


not to convey facts, but to comprehend the ways in which wartime memory is used and abused, corrupted and constructed, fought against and submitted to





Comments:


beautifully sustained experiment in thought


“extended entry, jotted on pages ripped from the visitor’s book of a cemetery on the Somme.”


a powerful display of human compassion; if the physical monument to the missing of the Somme acknowledges the missing soldiers, Dyer finds a worthier place for them in our imagination.
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