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R
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IN
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 TH

E D
EA

D
John F. Barber and G

reg Philbrook

W
e Have Failed To Stop the Killings

M
arcus G

. Stokes . . . Lakeitha M
. Stokes . . . Tera 

R
. Agee . . . Teresa R

. Thom
as . . . D

em
etrius R

. 
Thom

as . . .. At the tim
e of this w

riting, these are 
the latest m

ass shooting victim
s in Am

erica. Their 
nam

es, and hundreds m
ore, are displayed individ-

ually on a com
puter screen, along w

ith age, place, 
and date of death.

The display of victim
s' nam

es is an act of rem
em

-
brance, intended to highlight the loss of hum

an life 
by gunfire and prom

ote the w
ill to seek solutions to 

this and other form
s of violence. Through its use 

of technology, R
em

em
bering the D

ead replaces 
direct interaction, typical of traditional interactive 
storytelling, w

ith internal, personal rem
em

brance, 
and reflection, seeking to engage audiences in 
em

otional stories of failed social and civic justice.

This discom
fort, this disjunction, this departure is 

intentional, to m
ake clear that people continue to 

be shot, and killed, by other people w
ith guns. R

e-
m

em
bering the D

ead is visceral, a denial of igno-
rance, a rem

inder that, as a nation, w
e have failed 

to stop the killings.         

FIG
U

R
E 1. R

em
em

bering the D
ead is a digital sto-

rytelling installation, a m
em

orial to victim
s of m

ass 
shootings across Am

erica,1880s to present.

Prevalence of G
un-based Violence

G
un Violence Archive (G

VA), an independent data 
collection and research group, reports 15,208 
gun-related deaths for 2019, excluding suicides. 
This num

ber is slightly less than the air m
iles one 

w
ould travel from

 Salt Lake C
ity, U

tah, to Paris, 
France, then on to H

ong Kong, and finally, to H
o-

nolulu, H
aw

aii. All types of gun violence are includ-
ed in this total: m

urder, hom
icide, accidental shoot-

ings, dom
estic violence, hom

e invasions, drive by 
shootings, and m

ass shootings (G
un Violence Ar-

chive).

G
VA defines m

ass shootings as incidents w
here 

four or m
ore people are shot or killed at the sam

e 
general tim

e and location, not including the shoot-
er. This num

erical value is the only criteria for cate-
gorizing m

ass shootings. N
o subcategories, other 

definitions, or circum
stances are used to alter the 

count. In this w
ay, all those injured and/or killed in 

m
ass shooting incidents are considered. 1

G
VA reports 417 m

ass shooting incidents across 
Am

erica in 2019, m
ore than the calendar days 

of the year (G
un Violence Archive). These m

ass 
shooting deaths are approxim

ately 2.75 percent of 
the total gun related deaths for 2019. D

espite this 
sm

all percentage, the horror of m
ass shootings is 

not trivial. People as targets, shot and killed in pri-
vate residences, places of business, entertainm

ent 
venues, learning centers, and places of w

orship 
shatter belief that w

e can gather as a com
m

unity 
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61 For w
hatever reason, though desire and practicality, it is easy to 

ignore m
ass shootings, and the stories associated w

ith those killed.

or as private citizens and conduct our lives w
ith-

out fear. O
ne outcom

e is the unfortunate reality of 
children grow

ing up w
hile practicing active shooter 

drills in school.

D
espite the horror, m

ass shootings seem
ingly 

register just above disinterest in the national con-
sciousness. M

edia reports quickly shift from
 vic-

tim
s to the m

otivation, m
ental state, or ideology 

of the perpetrator(s). Attem
pts at gun safety, even 

research of gun violence, are quickly sidelined 
by pow

erful lobbies and their cadre of purchased 
politicians. Like our societal failures in address-
ing m

ental health, The U
nited States has som

e of 
the w

eakest gun law
s am

ong developed nations 

around the w
orld. So, perhaps w

e have grow
n 

calloused. Perhaps w
e just don't care. O

r, perhaps 
w

e do care, but m
ass shootings are too chilling a 

rem
inder that life, and its m

any aspirations and 
activities, can end quickly, brutally. Perhaps the 
deaths of victim

s seem
, som

ehow, surreal, distant, 
and im

personal. Perhaps it is better to keep our 
heads dow

n, eyes averted, trusting others to keep 
us safe. For w

hatever reason, though desire and 
practicality, it is easy to ignore m

ass shootings, 
and the stories associated w

ith those killed.

C
all To A

ction

R
em

em
bering the D

ead seeks to deny ignorance 
of m

ass shootings. The collaborators of this proj-
ect, John Barber and G

reg Philbrook, adm
it their 

ow
n guilt in ignoring m

ass shootings. They w
ere 

distant, rem
oved from

 their lives. Som
ething that 

happened to other people. People they did not 
know, w

ith w
hom

 they did not share stories.

But, on 1 O
ctober 2015, ten people w

ere shot and 
killed at U

m
pqua C

om
m

unity C
ollege in R

oseburg, 
O

regon. Barber and Philbrook teach at a university 
in W

ashington state, close enough that the local 
new

s m
edia sent reporters to the scene. 

C
ertainly it w

as close enough to m
ake the collabo-

rators think, "W
hat if this happened on our cam

pus 
and the people killed w

ere people w
e knew, w

ith 
w

hom
 our lives intersected?"

Follow
ing the m

ass shooting at U
m

pqua C
om

m
u-

nity C
ollege, Barber and Philbrook felt com

pelled 
to respond, to recall those individuals killed, their 
life stories abruptly halted by bullets. They creat-
ed R

em
em

bering the D
ead as a physical, virtual, 

and conceptual m
em

orial to lives and stories lost 
to gun violence.

C
onceptual Fram

ew
ork

The conceptual fram
ew

ork for R
em

em
bering the 

D
ead is inspired by R

ay Bradbury, G
eorge Bush, 

Jr., Jacques D
errida, and tw

o kinds of death, phys-
ical and m

em
ory. 

In his novel Fahrenheit 451, R
ay Bradbury de-

scribes a dystopian future w
here books are out-

law
ed and burned. People m

em
orize and recite 

entire books so that their ideas w
ill not be lost.

A sim
ilar com

m
itm

ent w
as suggested in response 

to the ban by President G
eorge W

. Bush's ad-
m

inistration and the U
.S. D

epartm
ent of D

efense 
against photographing coffi

ns of those killed in O
p-

eration Iraqi Freedom
, The Iraq W

ar, 2003-2010, 
in w

hich m
ore than 4,000 U

.S. troops w
ere killed. 

The ban on photographs of coffi
ns w

as overturned 
in D

ecem
ber 2009. An online m

ovem
ent encour-

aged citizens to m
em

orize the nam
es of three 

individuals killed in Iraq and use them
 w

henever 
possible. Those killed w

ould not be forgotten. Ja-
cob H

. Allcott...Alessandro C
arbonaro...D

avid J. 
G

ram
es Sanchez.

French 
philosopher 

Jacques 
D

errida 
suggests 

there is perhaps no m
ore fundam

ental self-affec-
tion than for one to speak his or her nam

e, even 
through 

recordings. 
Through 

recordings, 
past 

events and people dead or radically absent are no 
longer spectral voices. They com

e to life, to pres-
ence, to the present, and affect those w

ho w
ill lis-

ten. "[R
ecording] is reproduction as re-production 

[em
phasis in original], of life itself... [W

]hen som
e-

one speaks he affects him
self. I am

...touched, 
presently, by the recorded speech of som

eone 
w

ho is dead. I can, here and now, be affected 

by a voice from
 beyond the grave.... A m

iracle of 
technology" (D

errida 2001, 70-72). In absence of 
recordings, survivors can speak the nam

es of the 
dead, re-producing connection and rem

em
brance.

R
em

em
bering the D

ead also draw
s from

 tw
o con-

cepts of death, physical and m
em

ory. W
ith physi-

cal death the body ceases to function. The person 
is no longer am

ong the living. W
ith m

em
ory death, 

w
hen survivors no longer rem

em
ber the deceased, 

that person no longer exists. R
espite from

 m
em

ory 
death is sought through com

m
unity service, cre-

ative w
orks, and fam

ily descendants, som
ething 

to evoke the nam
e of the dead am

ong the living. 
Through such endeavors, the deceased goes for-
w

ard in tim
e. As long as w

e rem
em

ber the nam
es 

of the dead, w
e rem

em
ber the stories attached to 

their life endeavors.

M
em

orial M
anifested

M
em

orials can help us rem
em

ber. M
em

orials, 
w

hether to victim
s of w

ars, natural disasters, ac-
cidents, or natural causes, have long been utilized 
to create conceptual and social spaces in w

hich 
the living can recall and reflect upon the dead. 
Such m

em
orials m

ost often m
anifest as physical 

objects, located at significant sites. But, physical 
m

em
orials m

ust be visited in person. They m
ay be 

diffi
cult to update, m

ay lack from
 regular m

ainte-
nance, m

ay present access challenges, and m
ay 

be rem
oved.

Figure 3. (pages 63-64) R
em

em
bering the D

ead 
prom

pts outcry against w
hat is lost to m

ass shoot-
ings in Am

erica: stories of hum
anity, lives, achieve-

m
ents, dream

s, and aspirations
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65 R
em

em
bering the D

ead seeks to skirt these issues 
by m

anifesting virtually, physically, and conceptu-
ally. At its heart, R

em
em

bering the D
ead is a ded-

icated online program
 and database m

aintained 
by Barber and Philbrook. The database is updated 
w

ith each m
ass shooting.

Virtually

As a virtual m
em

orial, R
em

em
bering the D

ead is a 
w

ebsite available to anyone, anyw
here w

ith Inter-
net access and display technology. O

nce evoked, 
this w

ebsite displays nam
es of gun violence vic-

tim
s. Each nam

e is displayed individually, along 
w

ith age, place and date of death. The m
ost recent 

victim
s are displayed first, follow

ed, random
ly, by 

others from
 the w

ork's database. As the nam
e of 

each victim
 is displayed that nam

e is spoken using 
text to speech technology. After its display, each 
nam

e is added to a m
em

orial list in the screen's 
background. This process continues, eternally. 
W

ith each nam
e displayed, the m

em
orial list grow

s 
longer. W

ith each nam
e spoken, the loss of hum

an 
life becom

es m
ore tangible.

Physically

As a physical, m
ultim

edia m
em

orial, R
em

em
ber-

ing the D
ead m

anifests as a com
puter screen atop 

a bespoke w
ooden cabinet, representative of both 

a bullet and a tom
bstone. A bed of em

pty bullet 
casings, hundreds of them

, m
ostly 9m

m
, a com

-
m

on caliber used in gun violence, surrounds the 
screen. Inside the cabinet is a com

puter and sound 
system

. As each nam
e is displayed, it is spoken 

using text to speech technology.

Figure 2. N
am

es of m
ass shooting victim

s are spo-
ken before being added to the ever-grow

ing m
e-

m
orial list in the screen's background.

C
onceptually

C
onceptually, R

em
em

bering the D
ead m

anifests 
as an act of recall and rem

em
brance of those 

killed by gun violence, their presence experienced 
by view

ers of the w
ork w

ho, in seeing and hear-

ing victim
s' nam

es, are connected to the victim
s 

and their m
uted stories of am

bition, aspiration, 
achievem

ent, and accom
plishm

ent. This connec-
tion provides a lim

inal portal fostering em
otional 

connection and affection.

C
onnection w

ith Exhibition Them
e

W
hat then is the connection w

ith interactive, digital 
storytelling? O

ne m
ight argue that the "norm

" of 
interactive storytelling is for participants to evoke 
action using an interface, w

hich then prom
pts re-

sponse. This action-reaction m
oves the storytell-

ing forw
ard.

R
em

em
bering the D

ead challenges this approach 
by exploring interactive storytelling internally, the 
victim

s and their stories rem
em

bered, im
m

ediate 
and present. Thus, the interaction becom

es less 
a process of doing actions, and m

ore an effort to 
engage the audience em

otionally in a story about 
the loss of life to gun violence.

H
ow

 does this effort relate to the exhibition them
e 

‘The Expression of Em
otion in H

um
ans and Tech-

nology’? By show
ing and speaking the nam

es of 
those killed in m

ass shootings across the U
nited 

States, R
em

em
bering the D

ead provides, through 
technology, a context for audiences to consider 
their em

otional reactions and responses to this 
staggering and ongoing loss of hum

an life. 

Through its use of text to speech technology, R
e-

m
em

bering the D
ead returns to spoken voice as 

the basis for storytelling.

Purposes

In sharing its story, R
em

em
bering the D

ead has 
tw

o purposes. First, aw
areness. By com

bining 
sound, technology, and culture, w

ith a focus on 
listening and reflection, R

em
em

bering the D
ead 

foregrounds aw
areness of m

ass shooting victim
s 

as people w
ith lives, dream

s, aspirations, achieve-
m

ents, stories.

And, second, activism
. Sharing this inform

ation 
in a responsible, respectful m

anner w
ill, hopeful-

ly, prom
pt com

m
unity outcry against w

hat is lost 
to m

ass shootings in Am
erica: hum

anity, lives, 
achievem

ents, dream
s, aspirations, and stories of 

sons and daughters, m
others, fathers, w

ives, hus-
bands, friends, sisters, brothers, cousins, aunts, 
uncles, nieces, nephew

s, grandsons and grand-
daughters, grandm

others and grandfathers. 

C
onclusion

Jeannie M
. R

ay...H
elen M

ason...Ellis M
ax M

an-
sfield…

. These nam
es, and hundreds m

ore, are 
part of R

em
em

bering the D
ead, an experim

ent in 
expression of em

otion in hum
ans and technology, 

and a w
ork of reflective interactive digital story-

telling focused on people killed in m
ass shootings 

across Am
erica, 1800s to present.

Through its use of technology, R
em

em
bering the 

D
ead replaces direct interaction, a prim

ary com
-

ponent of interactive storytelling, w
ith internal, per-

sonal rem
em

brance and reflection on stories of 
lives cut short, of dream

s unfulfilled. Follow
ing the 

exhibition them
e, expression of em

otion in hum
ans 

and technology, R
em

em
bering the D

ead provides, 
through technology, a context for audiences to 



THE EXPRESSION OF EMOTION IN HUMANS AND TECHNOLOGY

68

THE ART EXHIBIT AT ICIDS 2019

67 consider their em
otional reactions and responses 

to the staggering and ongoing loss of hum
an life to 

gun violence.

As both a m
em

orial and interactive storytelling 
project, R

em
em

bering the D
ead asks view

ers to 
reflect on stories of lives cut short, of dream

s un-
fulfilled. As an experim

ent in expression of em
o-

tion in hum
ans and technology, R

em
em

bering the 
D

ead prom
otes an autonom

ous zone that evokes 
a physical presence, and dem

ands attention, inter-
action. W

ithin this space new
 perceptual, phenom

-
enological, and sensory engagem

ents are prom
pt-

ed through the act of rem
em

brance and reflection. 
Through engagem

ent, view
ers assert the hum

an-
ity of the victim

s. H
opefully, by rem

em
bering the 

dead, w
e can stop future killings.
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Footnotes

1 G
un Violence Archive (G

VA) is against gun vi-
olence, not guns or gun ow

ners and strives to 
provide an unbiased, com

plete view
 of the sub-

ject. G
VA gets and verifies its data daily from

 over 
7,500 law

 enforcem
ent and governm

ent sources, 
and new

s m
edia outlets. See 

https://w
w

w.gunviolencearchive.org


