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Geoff Dyer : The Missing of the Somme  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my 
time, and all praised The Missing of the Somme: 

1 of 1 people found the following review helpful. Remembrance and War...By John P. Jones III...to reverse the word 
order of the title of the famous World War II novel by Herman Wouk. Geoff Dyer's work concerns another war, once 
known as "The Great War," and now more commonly referred to as a World War with a singular Roman numeral. 
Important to keep the wars straight; a difficulty on more than one occasion for non-participants, as Dyer underscores 

http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=0307742970


with his quip "wrong war mate." But even more troubling is how the participants themselves, and those closely related 
to them, can't keep things straight, and instead of truly remembering events as they occurred, they adopt a mythical 
version of events. Dyer "drew me in" right at the beginning by mentioning his families "received wisdom" concerning 
the enlistment of his maternal grandfather, who was an almost illiterate farm laborer, in 1914, at the commencement of 
the war. Based on real incidents of underage boys signing up, the family had claimed as their own that he was 
underage when he enlisted, and was told by the recruiting sergeant "to come back in a couple of days, when you are a 
couple of years older." Yet they possessed his birth certificate that said he was 20. And from another "wrong war 
mate," my favorite is how returning American soldiers from the Vietnam War were spat upon by a hippie in the San 
Francisco airport.Dyer has written a relatively short, but quite dense work. In terms of remembrance, he focuses on 
both the immaterial and the material. For the English, it is remembered most by the words of two poets, Wilfred 
Owen, who died in combat one week before the end of the war, and Siegfried Sassoon who lived to a relatively old 
age. And I knew the concluding lines: "At the going down of the sun, and in the morning, we will remember them." 
But I didn't know that Laurence Binyon had written those words in September, 1914, in astonishing anticipation of 
memory, which is another of Dyer's themes. The author also discusses how the dead are commemorated in post-war 
ceremonies, with one of the most profoundly simply being the two minutes of silence, when all activity stopped, at the 
11th hour of 11 November (later this commemoration was eventually changed to the nearest Sunday).The author says 
that the war was the greatest stimulus for sculpture since the Renaissance, and notes that in such an expansion of 
"commissions" not all was first rate. Dyer's extended essay also contains numerous black and white photos, perhaps 
half are the resulting sculptures from those commissions. Of the others, two of the most moving are on pages 116 and 
117; British Tommies walking on a boardwalk through an utter wasteland, and the ruins of Ypres cathedral."There is 
no one else here." Thus Dyer commences his description of his experience at the Thiepval memorial to "the missing of 
the Somme," which contains the names of over 73,000 British and French soldiers who died in the four month battle 
commencing in July, 1916, and who have no known grave. There were some mindless remarks in the guest registry, 
which included how they had really given it to "the Nazis," with the rebuttal mentioned in the first paragraph of the 
review. Throughout his work he had laid the groundwork for this visit, starting with how Robert Scott was made a 
national hero for dying, incompetently, but in adversity, after his return from the South Pole. And he provides a 
wonderful quote from D.H. Lawrence, who said: "They are all so brave to suffer, but none of them brave enough, to 
reject suffering." Dyer goes on to mention a few who did... who did revolt, and were shot for their efforts. I thought the 
author missed a wonderful opportunity to consider why the Russian and French armies did revolt in mass, but the 
British didn't.I also thought there was a lack of focus on that inexpressible calamity that was the first day of July, when 
British soldiers "went over the top," to relieve the pressure on Verdun, and more than 20,000, in that single day, were 
killed. Cattle to the slaughter, as Wilfred Owens somewhat poetically put it ("...for those who die as cattle"). Even 
today, almost a hundred years after, there is much denial that it ever really happened, except, of course, in some fuzzy 
abstract way, that is not quantitative.I've toured my share of battlefields, including those in northern France. 
Serendipity has taken me to Normandy and Verdun on several occasions, but never to the area of the Somme. I had to 
check on the sites to realize that Thiepval is in France, and Ypres is now called Leper, and is in Belgium, along with 
Passchendaele. Finally, another small index in the remembrance area is the number of reviews at . This work was 
published almost 20 years ago, and there are now 16 reviews at in America. I thought SURELY there would be more 
in the UK. It is now 8... as I add my 5-star review.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. A Dolorous 
ReadBy James HammondAn extremely emotional and moving Hymm to Courage; calls out abyssmal senior military 
leadership throughout; helpfully explain how Sacrifice is really a euphemism for Slaughter. The details accounts of 
military statuary and cemeteries are informative and lend special dignity throughout. The same goes for poetry and 
literature dating from the time dreadful events. We have advanced, arguably, and unevenly, maybe, over the past 100 
years but this depends on who is talking who is listening.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. Lyrical 
view of a terrible warBy NancyMThis book is a lyrical tribute to the lost men of World War I, as counterintuitive as 
that may sound. I haven't read too may books about war that describe its effects on society the way this one does - it 
describes the men departing for war as those "already dead," for example, and proceeds to describe why that was true. 
It's a very short, impressionistic book with haunting images. It's hard to believe that the "war to end all wars" began 
over 100 years ago, but this book will make it sound immediate and real without dragging the reader through battle 
plans and descriptions of strategy over rough terrain. It is an impressionistic view of war and its effect on society but it 
is not preachy. It's sad but not maudlin. It does show that patterns are repeated over time.

The Missing of the Somme is part travelogue, part meditation on remembranceand completely, unabashedly, unlike 
any other book about the First World War. Through visits to battlefields and memorials, Geoff Dyer examines the way 
that photographs and film, poetry and prose determinedsometimes in advance of the events describedthe way we 
would think about and remember the war. With his characteristic originality and insight, Dyer untangles and 
reconstructs the network of myth and memory that illuminates our understanding of, and relationship to, the Great War.



A lyrical meditation on memory and the meaning of World War I. . . . [A] thoughtful and thought-provoking 
pilgrimage through the wars bibliography and battlefields. . . . Illuminate[s] how thoroughly memory and history are 
interwoven with literature.The Wall Street Journal[A] strange and wonderful meditation on the cultural legacy of 
World War I. . . . The Missing of the Somme shows us that stark simplicity isnt the only way to talk about war. . . . [It 
is] a lovely, alive work.San Francisco ChronicleThe Missing of the Somme . . . looks back at the unfathomable 
destruction of [World War I] through the fogged, distorted lens of collective memory, which can only deteriorate 
further with the passing of time. . . . How do we bring ourselves to acknowledge such awful events? And what purpose 
do memorials really serve? They are, Dyer implies, inherently insufficient.The Boston GlobeFresh and often 
unsettling. . . . Sophisticated and nuanced. . . . Quirky but often brilliant. . . . The timing could not be more appropriate. 
. . . For Americans, as for Britons, memory of World War I is now entirely a matter of secondhand information. Only 
the films, books and monuments remain. Dyer poignantly and at times playfully examines the way these objects shape 
his countrymens mental picture of what happened between 1914 and 1918. . . . As [his] meditation on remembrance 
demonstrates, reminders of the past do have a life of their own, shaping and reshaping the vision of history we carry in 
our minds. . . . The Missing of the Somme will not disappoint [Dyers] fans.The Kansas City Star[An] instant classic. . . 
. Dyer supports his point with an impressive survey of poems, letters, memoirs, and novels, combined with a 
perceptive analysis of British war memorials, and utilizing extensive citations.Publishers WeeklyBrilliant. . . . The 
great Great War book of our time.The ObserverDyer delights in producing books that are unique, like keys.James 
Wood, The New Yorker[A] penetrating meditation upon war and remembrance.The Daily TelegraphNo contemporary 
writer blends genres like Geoff Dyer.TimeA loving book . . . about mourning and memory, about how the Great War 
has been representedand our sense of it shaped and definedby different artistic media. . . . Its textures are the very 
rhythms of memory and consciousness.The GuardianAbout the AuthorA Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and 
a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Geoff Dyer has received the Somerset Maugham Award, 
the E. M. Forster Award, a Lannan Literary Fellowship, a National Book Critics Circle Award for criticism, and, in 
2015, the Windham Campbell Prize for non-fiction. The author of four novels and nine works of non-fiction, Dyer is 
writer in residence at the University of Southern California and lives in Los Angeles. His books have been translated 
into twenty-four languages.Excerpt. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.'On every mantelpiece stand 
photographs wreathed with ivy, smiling, true to the past . . .'Dusty, bulging, old: they are all the same, these albums. 
The same faces, the same photos. Every family was touched by the war and every family has an album like this. Even 
as we prepare to open it, the act of looking at the album is overlaid by the emotions it will engender. We look at the 
pictures as if reading a poem about the experience of seeing them.I turn the dark, heavy pages. The dust smell of old 
photographs. The dead queuing up to enlist. Marching through the dark town, disappearing beyond the edge of the 
frame. Some turn up later, in the photos from hospital: marching away and convalescing, nothing in between. Always 
close to hand, the countryside seems empty in these later pictures, a register of absence. Dry stone walls and rivers. 
Portraits and group portraits. Officers and other ranks. The loved and the unloved, indistinguishable from each other. 
'Memory has a spottiness,' writes Updike, 'as if the film was sprinkled with developer instead of immersed in it.' Each 
of these photos is marred, spotted, blotched; their imperfections make them seem like photos of memories. In some 
there is an encroaching white light, creeping over the image, wiping it out. Others are fading: photos of forgetting. 
Eventually nothing will remain but blank spaces.A nurse in round glasses and long uniform ('Myself' printed beneath 
in my grandmother's perfect hand). A group of men in hospital. Two with patches over their eyes, three with arms in 
slings. Onein his ghastly suit of grey,Legless, sewn short at the elbow.A stern-faced sister stands at the end of the back 
row, each name diligently inked beneath the picture. My mother's father is the second on the left, in the back row.Born 
(illegitimate) in Worthen in Shropshire, eighteen miles from Oswestry where Wilfred Owen was born. Farm labourer. 
Able only to read and write his name. Enlisted in 1914. Served on the Somme as a driver (of horses), where, according 
to family legend, he once went up to the front-line trenches in place of a friend whose courage had suddenly deserted 
him. Later, back in the reserve trench, he shovelled the remains of his best friend into a sandbag. (Every family has the 
same album, every family has a version of the same legend.) Returned to Shropshire in 1919 and resumed the life he 
had left.Worked, went to war, married, worked.He died aged ninety-one, able still only to write his name. Everything I 
have said about my grandfather is true. Except he is not the man second from the left in the photograph. I do no know 
who that is. It makes no difference. He could be anyone's grandfather.Like many young men, my grandfather was 
under age when he turned up to enlist. The recruiting sergeant told him to come back in a couple of days when he was 
two years older. My grandfather duly returned, added a couple of years to his age and was accepted into the 
army.Similar episodes are fairly common in the repertoire of recruitment anecdotes, but I never doubted the veracity 
of this particular version of it, which my mother told several times over the years. It came as a surprise, then, to 
discover from his death certificate that my grandfather was born in November 1893 (the same year as Owen), and so 
was twenty years when war broke out. One of the commonly circulating stories of the 1914 generation had been so 
thoroughly absorbed by my family that it had become part of my grandfather's biography.He is everyone's 
grandfather.*Seven-thirty a.m. Mist lies over the fields of the Somme. Trees are smudged shapes. Nothing moves. 
Power lines sag and vanish over absent hedges. Birds call invisibly. Only the road can be sure of where it is going. I 



stop for breakfast an apple, a banana, yoghurt slurped from the carton and consult the map I bought yesterday. A 
friend who was driving from Paris to catch a dawn ferry at Calais had given me a lift to Amiens. From there I hitched 
in the direction of Albert because, from my newly acquired map, it was the nearest station to the villages whose names 
I vaguely recognize: Beaumont-Hamel, Mametz, Pozires . . . I want to visit the cemeteries of the Somme but have no 
clear idea of what they are like or which ones are particularly worth visiting. On my map, near Thiepval, is printed in 
heavy type: 'Memorial Brit.' When I began hitching this morning, I did not know what I would find or where I would 
go I still don't, except that at some point in the day I will visit Thiepval. For now I cram everything back in my 
rucksack and continue walking.Within an hour, exactly as forecast, the mist starts to thin. Level slopes of fields 
appear. The dusty blaze of rape. Dipping flatness. I walk towards a large cemetery, the most distant rows of 
headstones barely visible.The cemetery is separated from the surrounding field by a low wall, dissolved in places by 
the linger of mist. Close to this wall a large cross appears as a mossy blur, like the trunk of a tree. The noise of the gate 
being unlatched sends birds flocking from branches and back. The gravel is loud beneath my feet. Near the gate, on a 
large stone pale, horizontal, altar-like is written:THEIR NAME LIVETH FOR EVERMOREBetween this stone and 
the cross are rows of white headstones, bordered by perfect grass. Flowers: purple, dull red, flame-yellow.Most of the 
headstones give simply the regiment, name, rank and, where it is known, the date of the soldier's death, sometimes his 
age. Occasionally quotations have been added, but the elaborate biblical sentiments are superfluous; they neither add 
to nor detract from the uniform pathos of the headstones, some of which do not even bear a name:A SOLDIEROF 
THE GREAT WARKNOWN UNTO GODThe cross has a bronze sword running down the centre, pointing to the 
ground. Gradually the mist thins enough for the cross to cast a promise of shadow, a darker haze, so faint it is barely 
there. Pale sunlight.The high left-hand wall of the cemetery is a memorial to the New Zealand dead with no known 
graves 'who fell in the Battles of the Somme September and October 1916'. Inscribed along its length are 1,205 names. 
Near the gate is a visitors' book and register of graves. The name of the cemetery is Caterpillar Valley. There are 5,539 
men buried here. 'We will remember them'The Great War ruptured the historical continuum, destroying the legacy of 
the past. Wyndham Lewis sounds the characteristic note when he calls it 'the turning-point in the history of the earth', 
but there is a sense in which, for the British at least, the war helped to preserve the past even as it destroyed it. Life in 
the decade and a half preceding 1914 has come to be viewed inevitably and unavoidably through the optic of the war 
that followed it. The past as past was preserved by the war that shattered it. By ushering in a future characterized by 
instability and uncertainty, it embalmed for ever a past characterized by stability and certainty.Things were, of course, 
less settled than the habitual view of pre-August 1914 tempts us to believe. For many contemporary observers the war 
tainted the past, revealing and making explicit a violence that had been latent in the preceding peace. Eighty years on, 
this sense of crouched and gathering violence has been all but totally filtered out of our perception of the pre-war 
period. Militant suffragettes, class unrest, strikes, Ireland teetering on the brink of civil war all are shaded and softened 
by the long, elegiac shadows cast by the war.European civilization may have been 'breaking down even before war 
destroyed it', but our abiding sense of the quietness of the Edwardian frame of mind is, overwhelmingly, derived from 
and enhanced by the holocaust that followed it. The glorious summer of 1914 seems, even, to have been generated by 
the cataclysm that succeeded it. In a persuasive passage, Johan Huizinga admonished the historian to maintain towards 
his subject an indeterminist point of view. He must constantly put himself at a point in the past at which the known 
factors still seem to permit different outcomes.But history does not lie uniformly over events. Here and there in forms 
drifts and these drifts are at their deepest between the years 1914 and1918. Watching footage of the Normandy 
landings, we can experience D-Day as it happened. History hangs in the balance, waiting to be made. The Battle of the 
Somme, by contrast, is deeply buried in its own aftermath. The euphoric intoxication of the early days of the French 
Revolution 'Bliss was it in that dawn' remains undiminished by the terror lying in wait a few chapters on. The young 
men queuing up to enlist in 1914 have the look of ghosts. They are queuing up to be slaughtered: they are already 
dead. By Huizinga's terms, the Great War urges us to write the opposite of history: the story of effects generating their 
cause.They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old:Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.At the 
going down of the sun and in the morningWe will remember them.These incantatory rhythms and mantra-like 
repetitions are intoned every year on Remembrance Day. They are words we hear but rarely see in print. We known 
them more or less by heart. They seem not to have been written but to have pulsed into life in the nation's collective 
memory, to have been generated, down the long passage of years, by the hypnotic spell of Remembrance they are used 
to induce.But they were written, of course, by Laurence Binyon, in September 1914: before the fallen actually fell. 
'For the Fallen', in other words, is a work not of remembrance but of anticipation, or more accurately, the anticipation 
of remembrance: a foreseeing that is also a determining.On 22 August 1917 at Pilkem Ridge near Ypres, Ernest 
Brooks took one of the iconographic photographs of the Great War. Head bowed, rifle on his back, a soldier is 
silhouetted against the going down of the sun, looking at the grave of a dead comrade, remembering him. A 
photograph from the war the Battle of Third Ypres (or Passchendaele as it is better known) was still raging, the 
armistice was fifteen months distant it is also a photograph of the way the war will come to be remembered. It is a 
photograph of the future, of the future's great view of the past. It is a photograph of Binyon's poem, of a sentiment. We 
will remember them. If several of the terms by which we remember the war were established in advance of its 



conclusion, many crucial elements were embodied in a single dramatic event two years before it started. Between 
November 1911 and January 1912 two teams of men one British, headed by a naval officer, Robert Falcon Scott, the 
other Norwegian, headed by Roald Amundsen were engaged in the last stage of a protracted race to the South Pole. 
Using dogs and adapting themselves skilfully to the hostile environment, the Norwegian team reached the pole on 15 
December and returned safely. Scott, leader of an ill-prepared expedition which relied on strength-sapping man-
hauling, reached the Pole on 17 January. Defeated, the five-man team faced a gruelling 800-mile trudge back to safety. 
By 21 March, eleven miles from the nearest depot of food and fuel, the three exhausted surviving members of the 
expedition Scott, Dr Edward Wilson and Henry Bowers pitched their tent and sat out a blizzard. At some point Scott 
seems to have made the decision that it was better to stay put and preserve the record of their struggle rather than die 
in their tracks. They survived for at least nine days while Scott, in Roland Huntford's phrase 'prepared his exit from the 
stage' and addressed letters to posterity: 'We are setting a good example to our countrymen, if not by getting into a 
tight place, by facing it like men when we get there.' Despite its failure, the expedition, wrote Scott, 'has shown that 
Englishmen can endure hardships, help one another and meet death with as great a fortitude as ever in the past'. The 
tradition of heroic death which aggrandizes his own example is also invigorated by it: 'We are showing that 
Englishman can still die with a bold spirit, fighting it out to the end . . . I think this makes an example for Englishmen 
of the future.'On 12 November, in the collapsed tent, the bodies and their documents were found by a rescue party and 
the legend of Scott of the Antarctic began to take immediate effect. 'Of their suffering, hardship and devotion to one 
another,' wrote a member of the rescue team, 'the world will soon know the deeds that were done were equally as great 
as any committed on Battlefield and won the respect and honour of every true Britisher.' 


