
Geoff Dyer wrote the book The missing of the Somme in the early ‘90s, after publishing two novels, a book about jazz and a critical study of John Berger. This book is half dismissed by the author, who finds it boring and academic, and is the least Dyer-ish, however it’s provided with qualities that trademark Dyer’s style.
Dyer approaches the war of 1914-1918 as an amateur; this can be risky, but Dyer takes care to not sound like the historian or specialist, underscoring the importance of history’s grand narratives.
In the book, Dyer operates like a historian in reverse, beginning by describing an old family album and moving on to more general reflections on the photography, memorials and literary testaments of the war. Dyer claims the First World War is “deeply buried in its own aftermath” because it was the first war to be comprehensively memorialized: “The war, it begins to seem, had been fought in order that it might be remembered, that it might live up to its memory”.
The Missing of the Somme’s subject is the remembrance and representation of war. “The issue,” Dyer writes, “is not simply the way the war generates memory but the way memory has determined—and continues to determine—the meaning of the war.” In order to do that, the author uses a fragmented, discursive form that penetrates through countless layers of memory of a war that often seems meaningless.
Dyer known he’s mediating previous attempts to mediate the war, confessing he wanted to write a book “not about ‘the War itself but the effect of the idea of [the War] on my generation’” and always searching for “what is not there”. Thus this attempt of mediation becomes an impossible desire to impose meaning retrospectively, and perhaps even to alter history.
Dyer’s ruminative approach to history results surprisingly moving. On a road trip to Europe with friends, he pays visits to various battlefields and memorial sites observing that “the headstones are turning green with moss. The words ‘Their Glory Shall Not Be Blotted Out’ are blotted out by mud splashed up by rain.” and creating one of the most poignant passages in the book.
Dyer’s accomplishment is 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. 
For later generations whose task it will be to reflect on the wars of the previous century as they recede farther from view The Missing of the Somme is an important book. It is not a work of historical or political insight, nor even of great literary insight; it is, instead, a beautifully sustained experiment in thought. Dyer himself calls it an “extended entry, jotted on pages ripped from the visitor’s book of a cemetery on the Somme.” It is 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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