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the deceased published widely, and, in the case of mining disasters, photographs of the 

funerals were transferred onto postcards and sold for profit. The intimate details of family life 

were repurposed, but nonetheless, intersected with other forms of memorial created by the 

families themselves. It is in the ephemeral items discussed in Chapters 6 and 7 that an 

intersection between public and family mourning exists. Different to the split between public 

and private acts of memorialisation that were focused on during public days of remembrance, 

the families of the dead were, through the production of mass ephemera, thrust into another 

type of distinction between personal and public forms of memorial material, one which blurred 

lines between family and public memorialisation of the dead. Within these milieux, into which 

families were thrust, they nonetheless attempted to gain agency over the memory of the 

deceased; by creating personal memorial items which would help them mourn, grieve, and 

form les lieux de mémoires within the spaces they could control. 
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confronting the historian of ephemera and objects: the history of collections, cataloguing, and 

access, before considering how family memories which related to the objects can be recovered 

and the challenges that this presents: the types of family memory presently in circulation and 

oral histories old and new.  

The first and perhaps most obvious question is: where are memorial objects and 

ephemera kept and in what kind of repositories do they reside?  There are two main places 

memorial material can be found: first, in family archives, where a memorial item has been 

kept in the home and handed down through various family lines and, secondly, in collections 

kept by others: private dealers and institutional repositories, such as archives and museums. 

The Imperial War Museum, the National Coal Mining Museum, and the John Johnson 

Collection of Printed Ephemera are the natural places to first look for this type of material, but 

in no way constitute the total of memorial material available for study. A vast number of 

different institutional repositories, national and regional, and archival and museum-based, 

were consulted throughout the research for this thesis. Often, it was found that these archives 

contain merely a handful of items and objects, many of which are similar to items held in other 

repositories, although, due to a lack of detailed cataloguing, this is not immediately obvious. 

Due to the marginal role that ephemera and family memory have played within academia and 

in terms of collection priorities in archives and museums, these items often tend to be only 

partially catalogued.3 Archives containing memorial objects and ephemera are scattered;  such 

collections are not always particularly easy to track down, and due to funding cuts and 

resourcing issues, museums and archives do not necessarily have the money or staff available 

to catalogue these non-pressing items.  

In order to understand how items have been obtained by archives and museums, and 

before turning to contemporary issues with these repositories, some understanding of how 

First World War objects, and ephemera more broadly, have been historically catalogued is 

useful. This knowledge is significant as it indicates both the marginal nature of the material, 

highlights its perceived past value, and explains the patchiness of current collections. During 

the First World War, there were some attempts to capture general ephemera as part of a wider 

attempt to catalogue the ongoing war.4 Canadian and Australian officers based in London 

collected ephemeral material from 1916 onwards and curators at British institutions began to 

follow their example. These attempts to collect ephemera, such as trench journals and posters, 

involved both the British Museum and Francis Jenkinson, University Librarian at Cambridge 

                                                           
3 While this is slowly getting better, in general, collections of ephemera are not fully catalogued, or on 
online catalogues, meaning that they can be difficult to locate.  
4 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning (Cambridge, 1998), p. 80. 
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http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/gwa/document/8826
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cataloguing style used seemingly led digital donors to be brief and exclude intimate knowledge 

from their descriptions of the objects they were presenting. For anyone using the websites, the 

brief cataloguing style presumably led them to be brief in turn and so those who could have 

offered detailed family knowledge did not because of the structure used in capturing the 

information. As such, the items on these websites resemble items detached from their 

memories in a museum, or within a family home that no longer remembers its past. Whether 

they are so in reality is unclear; families may not have wanted to share their intimate 

experiences of the items on a global stage; however, this has meant that the information 

provided by the websites has not been of much use in this doctoral research.  

On a smaller scale than these national and international initiatives, the research 

undertaken for this thesis indicates that deep family memories of war and disaster can be 

accessed and recovered; however, this takes time and patience. Understanding how family 

research about the First World War has been interpreted, and how museum and archive 

policies, as well as personal family histories, have shaped the ways information about personal 

and family mourning has been stored, is of great importance to understanding not only how 

this doctoral thesis has been shaped, but also how future research may be undertaken. The 

liminal status of ephemera as a field of study in particular has led to both patchy collections 

and the loss of a substantial amount of material. The study of family material, and especially 

ephemeral and personal family items, has not been classed as a priority for various institutions 

in the past and still retains a marginal status in many archives today. These collection trends 

have dictated the type of research which has been undertaken for this doctoral thesis and 

highlight the difficulty of uncovering ephemeral and family records which relate to the early 

twentieth century. Uncovering usable material is not impossible, and indeed has been a 

rewarding challenge; however, both the historian of the family and the historian of ephemeral 

material is forced to use a myriad of methods to identify likely deposits of material. Sources 

such as autobiographies, the mantlepiece directive, and museum paperwork have all been 

turned to in order to relocate intimate details about family life. Oral histories have proved to 

be the best source of intimate family knowledge, but this research is not without its difficulties. 

The memory of the First World War is complex, and individual family memories compete 

with larger remembrances, which can make finding family knowledge of interwar memorial 

practices difficult as families have lost the memories which were formerly attached to their 

objects. Two types of archive have been explored: archives of objects and archives of memory. 

Both comprise disparate sources which have been pieced together in order to recover an 

understanding of early twentieth century mourning objects and how they were used by families 

in their grief.  

  

























































https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/oct/14/french-soldier-room-unchanged-first-world-war
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/oct/14/french-soldier-room-unchanged-first-world-war
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/28/french-town-belabre-first-world-war-soldier-hubert-rocherau
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/28/french-town-belabre-first-world-war-soldier-hubert-rocherau
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/28/french-town-belabre-first-world-war-soldier-hubert-rocherau
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/28/french-town-belabre-first-world-war-soldier-hubert-rocherau














 

62 
 

displayed, sometimes alongside images of the deceased or postcards they had sent home, and 

were part of a booming memorial framing trade after the First World War.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. King George V Scroll.34 

These memorial forms were not immediately available to the family. For example, the 

Next of Kin Memorial Plaques were nearly all disseminated to families between 1919 and 

1920. Thus, the family of a man who died in 1914 could wait three years to know that there 

would be an official memorial created, acknowledged during the competition for the design 

of the memorial plaque, and five years after the death before this official memorial was 

received. The Next of Kin Memorial Plaques and Medals were not instantly shipped to the 

                                                           
34 DLIC, Acc No. 07.548. 
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Fig. 3. Next of Kin Memorial Plaque with simple hanging mechanism.36 

Harry Taylor, a collector specialising in framed medal sets belonging to casualties of the First 

World War, has identified four particularly common types of frame; a plain rectangular oak 

frame [See Fig. 4], black lacquered frames, leather tooled frames for the medals of officers, 

and mirrors which were transformed into frames [See Fig. 5].37 As with all types of ephemeral 

item, the collector is often the expert in the form of item that they specialise in. As such, it is 

necessary to engage with the knowledge offered by those who have made the collection and 

informal study of these items their priority. Sometimes, collectors of First World War 

memorabilia, in particular, fall foul to overarching cultural narratives, such as the pathos of 

the conflict. However, in terms of expertise regarding items they have in their care (such as 

manufacturing information, cost, typicality), they are invaluable sources of information and 

act as gatekeepers to valuable examples of items which, as was explored in Chapter 1, may 

not have been kept in archives or museums. Informal information about the items, such as 

typicality claims, can also be verified by wider archival findings. The categories of frame 

described by Taylor seem to fit broadly with the majority of examples kept in the archives of 

local regimental museums suggesting that this trend is not only present within the antiques 

market. All types of frame were reasonably common within homes in the 1920s and 1930s 

and often the quality of the frame chosen, although not always the style, reflected the 

socioeconomic status of the family. 

                                                           
36 DLIC, Acc No. 2567. 
37 Interview with Harry Taylor, 24 July 2018. 
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Oak frame.38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Mirror made into memorial frame (with modern mount).39 

                                                           
38 Harry Taylor, private collection. 
39 Harry Taylor, private collection. 
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posting of memorial items began to link family to the outside world and increased the visibility 

of fictive kin networks and communities of grief. 
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occupied local spaces. Families would have found it difficult not to interact with this mass 

memorial ephemera in some way within their public lives, and at times these public forms of 

ephemera bled into the personal. The forms of memorialisation used by the family, and the 

ways in which they had agency over the construction and dissemination of this material, was 

at odds with the mass memorial ephemera which formed a key part of the aftermath of war 

and disaster in the first four decades of the twentieth century.  

 

 

  























http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/iz0pJi96S--VVAoYQWIEOA
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/iz0pJi96S--VVAoYQWIEOA
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/iz0pJi96S--VVAoYQWIEOA












http://beamishtransportonline.co.uk/downloads/miscellaneous-downloads/disaster-recorded-in-glass/
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freely, or were sold to raise money for disaster funds. It seems likely that the Senghenydd 

plates, memorialising victims of the disaster, were produced cheaply due to their cruder nature, 

and they seem to have been produced as individual family mementos, but the extent of the 

charitable intent, and indeed use in the home, remains unknown.  

The examples of both the plates and the disaster glasses highlight the ambiguous 

nature of much of the memorial material produced during the period. Unless explicitly stated 

on the item itself, it should be assumed that it was sold for profit, as much of the material was. 

Empathetic ephemera in the early twentieth century occupied a liminal space. Some pieces 

were sold as part of the larger interest in charitable giving which was popular during the period 

and raised money for different charitable funds. Other pieces were produced by friends for the 

bereaved families and these mementos presumably became part of the material of family 

memorialisation. The companies who had employed the dead men were also involved in 

producing suitable ephemera to disseminate to their families, although this was rare. Other 

related companies, such as the Singer Sewing Machine Company, also attempted to aid the 

bereaved in whatever capacity they could. Some of these acts were, of course, performative: 

companies wanted their customers to know that they were charitable employers. However, 

from some of the letters sent to the Barry Urban District Relief Fund, it seems that genuine 

sympathy was felt for the bereaved. Yet, as the Relief Fund books showed, not everything for 

a charitable cause was printed for free and the final chapter explores the commercial side of 

printed ephemera. Far from being only charitable ephemera that was printed, opportunities for 

commercial gain were high, and printers utilised disasters to spread news and to create 

mementos for families and the public. Families contributed to this ephemera, or were at least 

featured in it: the names of the deceased, addresses, and ages could all be included. It is in 

these items where family agency over the ways in which a loved one was memorialised began 

to loosen. Despite their loved one being the focus of the object, they were not allowed to 

augment it, although they benefitted from its sale.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

143 
 

Chapter 7 

 

Mass Ephemera and the Construction of Remembrance 

 

The feelings of loss of agency, which could begin when family was featured on, and were the 

recipients of profit from, charitable ephemera, had the potential to deepen when commercial 

ephemera used family images and information to sell commemorative items. This chapter 

focuses on the mass ephemera which was circulated in the wake of war and disaster in the 

early twentieth century. Memorial ephemera, although labelled as ephemeral material, was 

nonetheless designed to be kept for some length of time. Mass memorial ephemera was a 

ubiquitous part of public life and was sometimes seen in poor taste by the public; but it was 

nonetheless an understanding of the cultures of memorialisation which the families were 

exposed to, and the ways that local communities engaged in memorial practices is important 

if the family milieu of mourning in the early twentieth century is to be fully conceptualised. 

These types of popular memorial material were produced by commercial printers throughout 

the period and were sold for profit in newsstands and by street hawkers who would sell it at 

large gatherings, such as public funerals. These items used new technologies, created in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to rapidly produce novel print items.  The transfer 

of photographs of events onto postcards through the use of halftone printing, created in the 

1890s, later allowed the reproduction of images in newspapers. Similarly, the import of 

different types of paper, such as German postcards and Japanese paper for souvenir napkins, 

added novelty value to these commemorative items. These new techniques meant that cheap, 

up to date, ephemera could be produced rapidly in response to any disaster read about in the 

newspaper. Mass manufacturing allowed blank card stock to be purchased and then individual 

printers customised this in response to significant events. Mass memorial material occupied a 

complex position within early twentieth century society: it was highly public, could be of a 

highly personal subject matter, and was sold for a profit by printing companies who capitalised 

on disaster. The material was a ubiquitous part of memorialisation after disasters but if 

attention was called to it, as in the case of the hawker shouting at one of the funerals, the public 

disapproved of its sale. This suggests that there was an etiquette to buying and selling this type 

of memorial material. It was undoubtedly highly popular: the production of mass memorial 

material existed well into the interwar period but by the 1930s was seemingly decreasing in 

popularity. These flimsy pieces of paper, often poorly printed, helped to shape the mass 

remembrance of war and disaster, had the potential to aid family remembrance, and to far 

outlive their intended temporary role. 
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the calamity struck and crowds waiting for news about the event. Photographers documented 

stoic wives, small children, and the procession of coffins from the pit head. Some of the most 

famous instances of these were produced after the 1913 Senghenydd disaster when a 

Glaswegian photographer, W. Benton, who happen to be in the area, took multiple 

photographs of scenes at the pithead. He photographed local clergy talking to bereft women, 

children waiting to hear if their fathers were alive, and Salvation Army workers talking to the 

bereaved.34 A popular image after mining disasters was that of coffins being transported to or 

from the makeshift mortuaries which sprung up at the pithead. After the Senghenydd disaster 

in 1913, Benton produced a postcard which showed miners carrying empty coffins into the 

mortuary to be filled with the body of an identified man [See Fig. 26]. These images tend to 

focus on the comradeship of the miners who are carrying the coffins and, as with those of 

people aiding the bereaved, are attempting to capture the activity surrounding the pit head 

soon after an explosion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 25. Hand-drawn postcard, M.MacKay.35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 26. Benton postcard.36 

                                                           
34 PCW, Senghenydd Pit Disaster 12; 15; 16. 
35 George Nairn, private collection. 
36 PCW, Senghenydd Pit Disaster 6. 
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Those who were rescued also formed the basis for collections of postcards. One man 

who raised a substantial amount for the widows and orphans fund was William Gardner, who 

escaped from the ruins of the West Stanley mines with a pit pony. The pony was gifted to him 

by the colliery owner, and together they toured the north east raising fund, including a cameo 

in the previously mentioned Durham Amateur Dramatic Society performance.47 As a notable 

duo, they were portrayed on postcards, sometimes with groups and sometimes as the subject 

of the image [See Fig. 29]. Given the reaction of the Durham Amateur Dramatic Society 

crowds when they arrived on stage and the pony was revealed to be the brown one, not the 

white one that is emphasised in the image below, it seems that postcards bearing these images, 

as well as the image of a posed white pit pony in the newspaper, possibly the same image as 

on this postcard, were reasonably well circulated. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 29. Postcard of rescued group, including Gardner and his (brown) pony.48 
 

Postcards showing the funerals of the deceased were very common after mining 

disasters. The images of the funerals highlight the sheer mass of people who attended. In the 

aftermath of the Washington Glebe disaster in 1908, one card simply shows the streams of 

people following a coffin to the cemetery [See Fig. 30]. One photograph taken at the church 

in West Stanley and turned into a postcard shows a woman who fainted being carried away 

on a stretcher through the crush of people who had congregated [See Fig. 31]. The Auckland 

Times reported that sixty two injuries were sustained during the funerals, with forty four 

people fainting, six fainting from being crushed, six epileptic fits, three cases of hysteria, one 

case of apoplexy, a crushed rib, and one concussion from an individual falling from a wall, all 

of which were dealt with by the Dean and Chapter division of the St Johns Ambulance 

                                                           
47 Durham County Advertiser, 26 March 1909, p. 7. 
48 George Nairn, private collection. 
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Brigade.49 Others show the pit banners, swathed in black crape as a sign of respect for the 

dead, being paraded as part of the funeral processions [See Fig. 32]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 30. Crowd at Washington Glebe disaster funerals.50 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 31. Woman fainting at West Stanley funerals.51 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 32. Colliery banner covered in black crape.52 

 

                                                           
49 The Auckland Times, 26 February 1909, p. 7. 
50 George Nairn, private collection. 
51 George Nairn, private collection. 
52 George Nairn, private collection. 
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Early examples were sold after disasters such as the loss of HMS Captain (1870) and the 

Princess Alice disaster (1878).74 These pieces of printed cardboard, or even strong paper, were 

typically plain, printed only in black, and contained the name of the disaster and basic 

information about where and when it was as well as the number of people who died, sometimes 

with lists of the dead and the name of the street they lived in, and a few verses about the 

disaster. These items were generally rather small, but occasionally a large one (designed to be 

displayed on a wall) was produced; such as a memorial card to those who died in the Milfraen 

Colliery in 1929 which was nearly A4 in size.75 Often, the content of the mass memorial cards 

was a simplified version of the information printed in local newspapers. These were cheaply 

produced and sold for very little money, normally a penny, in the wake of a disaster.76 As with 

postcards, these pieces of ephemera were created in swift response to an event and memorial 

messages were often overprinted on existent memorial card stock to create a speedy memorial 

response. This can be seen, for example, on a mass memorial card created in the wake of the 

Prince of Wales Pit Disaster in 1878: the slim border has been overprinted with a much heavier 

black line which framed the memorial message and conveyed its memorial tone.77  

A few ornate examples of mass memorial cards, popular in the late nineteenth century, 

remain in various archives. In the wake of disasters in the late nineteenth century, larger 

ornamental memorial cards can be found, such as to the memory of a dam which burst in 

Sheffield in 1864, killing approximately 240 people.78 As with postcards, the information 

provided could be inaccurate or speedily produced, the memorial card printed after the 

Sheffield flood estimated that 260 people were lost and incorrectly lists the date as 12 March, 

whereas the disaster happened the day before. These types of larger memorial card were 

produced to be mounted on a black background and framed.79 Smaller examples of these were 

also produced. After the Seaham Colliery Explosion in 1880 a memorial message was 

overprinted on a memorial card commonly used for a single death [See Fig. 39]. A similar 

example to the Seaham colliery memorial card was produced after the death of Rev James 

Gawthorn who died in 1857 in Derby [See Fig. 40]. Both feature the sarcophagus as a place 

of mourning with various allusions to death surrounding it, such as an angel, weeping willow 

trees, urns, and ferns. This type of embossed memorial card, with the printed message on a 

sarcophagus, was common in the 1880s and 1890s and was usually used to commemorate an 

individual. New techniques in printing meant that these embossed styles, sometimes with 

ornamental cut-outs, became popular and their usage spread from personal memorial cards to 

                                                           
74 Rickards, The Encyclopedia of Ephemera, p. 157. 
75 RBA, SWCC MNA/NUM/3/7/14. 
76 BM, 1995.82. 
77 StF, MS 3949-1 42-37-1. 
78 JJCol, Funerary Box 6. Memorial card for Sheffield Dam disaster. 
79 Rickards, The Encyclopedia of Ephemera, p. 157. 
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large market for mass memorial cards that it was clearly worthwhile for them to both continue 

to make similar items.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 44. Memorial card for the Titanic.96 
 

It is significant that these types of hinged memorial card, produced by Burgess and 

the East End Company, used the same decorative card stock as memorial cards for individuals. 

These types of memorial card, discussed in Chapter 5, were commissioned by families to 

memorialise their loved ones. The use of the same card stock, where the outside covers were 

identical to personal memorial cards, gave these mass memorial cards an extra layer of 

memorial legitimacy. That they were produced on the same card stock as personal memorial 

cards did not seem to alter their popularity. Compared to other types of plain mass memorial 

card, the ones printed on this memorial card stock seem to have been less common, but 

nonetheless reasonably popular among London printers, especially during the period. The 

polysemous nature of the memorial card form lent itself to both personal and public 

memorialisation, as defined by the user, being enacted through the same object.  

These types of hinged mass memorial card are significant because of the ways in 

which they blend publicly acknowledged family ways of mourning, in the design of the hinged 

and decorated memorial card, with the public realm of general interest after disaster. These 

hinged cards, which from the outside are identical to individual mourning cards, merge the 

ideas of private and public remembrance of an event through an intimate item. They are a 

reminder that memorial cards, of all types, were a culturally prescribed ritual item, produced 

after death, which were profitable for printers to sell. Their presence in the realm of mass 

commemoration enhances their position as a form of socially dictated mourning ritual but 

distorts their purpose. Instead of being personal to one individual, crudely printed versions of 

these items were used more generally in public mourning rituals. These types of memorial 

card were, in a truer sense of the word, ephemeral. These mass mourning cards were not 

                                                           
96 JJCol, Funerary Box 6. Memorial card for the Titanic disaster. 
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Fig. 48. Memorial printed onto paper doily.126 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 49. Alternative Japanese printed napkin.127 

 

Some printers produced memorial napkins which used print forms created for a 

different type of ephemera, which were included in the napkin design. For example, in a 

memorial napkin to commemorate the 344 men and boys who died in the Pretoria Pit explosion 

in 1910, the list of names of the dead has clearly been used both on the napkin and on another 

type of memorial ephemera [See Fig. 50]. The small note of the printers underneath the list of 

names is repeated on the napkin in a way that it would not, had the list of names had appeared 

alone.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 50. Memorial napkin overprinted with second memorial form.128 
 

                                                           
126 BM, 1927-553.3. 
127 BM, 1995-100. 
128 NCMM, YKSMM: 1995.476. 


















































