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				Introduction

				


				In a scene excised from The Years (1937), Virginia Woolf describes a group of passengers sitting on the London Tube in 1914, desperate for news of the war. ‘Three British Cruisers Sunk’, they read, and they scramble through the newspaper, looking for more information. But there is no more news, only ‘items’: triplets born, strawberries picked, ‘that was all’.[1]Twenty years after the event, Woolf remembers the First World War as a time of darkness and silence in which no one, including the combatants, knew what was going on nor why they were involved.[2] Whole nations found themselves bearing witness to events they did not understand and, by and large, could not see. Writing in 1915, Freud remarked that he was standing too close to the war to see it properly.[3] As time passed, many writers struggled to express what they had seen—or not seen—in the event that was to shape the history of the entire twentieth century.

				This is a study of the relationship between modernist fiction, the First World War, and cultural history. It explores the ways in which writing attempted to bear witness to the trauma of the war and its consequences. All the works I will discuss are concerned with the distinction between witnessing and seeing, and they worry about how one is placed in relation to a history one has lived through and not seen, or seen only partially, through a fog of ignorance, fear, confusion, and lies.[4] This question troubled combatants as well as civilians, and the chapters of this book read across a range of writings: by soldiers and nurses (Barbusse, Blunden, Remarque, Borden, Manning, and others) and civilians such as Woolf, HD, Lawrence, Kipling, and Faulkner. While the discussion focuses on literature produced in Britain during and after the war, it also looks at fiction from other countries which was influential in Britain: the best-selling soldiers’ narratives of Barbusse (Under Fire, 1916) and Remarque (All Quiet on the Western Front, 1929), and Soldiers’ Pay (1926), William Faulkner’s first novel which appeared in Britain in 1930 and was championed as a war novel by Arnold Bennett. I am interested in the ways in which the different writings interact, and how they take up ideas which circulated in other, non-literary writings—in politics, medicine, psychoanalysis, propaganda, and in the newspapers.

			

			
				One aim of this study is to rethink the ways we read modernism. The term itself is imprecise and much contested, yet it remains a useful description of the writings which were self-consciously avant-garde or attempting to extend the possibilities of literary form in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.[5] The formal and theoretical aspects of modernism have been closely analysed, but its place within the history of its own time has received surprisingly little attention. Rarely is the fiction of Woolf or Lawrence read alongside the war memoirs of returned soldiers such as Blunden or Graves.[6] Yet modernists and war writers reviewed one another’s books, and war writings were discussed in avant-garde journals such as the Little Review and the Egoist. Reading them together, the distinction between ‘modernism’ and ‘war writing’ starts to dissolve—and was by no means clear at the time—and modernism after 1914 begins to look like a peculiar but significant form of war writing.

			

			
				Eric Hobsbawm has argued that we cannot understand the events at the end of the twentieth century unless we know about its beginnings. This applies to literary history as well as to politics and international relations. The literature of the early twentieth century, both modernist and non-modernist, helps us to think about how cultures imagined themselves in this period of specific crisis. In Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, J. M. Winter points out that the war was commemorated in many different ways, many of which look back to nineteenth-century traditions, and not forwards or sideways to ‘modernism’. Yet there is more dialogue between modernism and other cultural activities of the period than Winter allows for in his argument. What interests me are the ways in which the literature, including modernism, actively engages with other acts of commemoration, memory, and analysis of the war.[7] Gillian Beer has shown that Woolf’s modernism does not efface her predecessors so much as argue with them; this book seeks to show that Woolf and other modernists were arguing with their own present, too.[8] Modernist fiction often engages in lively debate with ideas and arguments taking place elsewhere in society, including in the newspapers. As Stan Smith has pointed out, even a writer as supposedly conservative and backward-looking as T. S. Eliot was responding to the political events around him. Smith demonstrates that The Waste Land has a good deal to say about the peace settlements and revolutions of 1919-21.[9] 

			

			
				War, like writing, shapes perception. For Gertrude Stein, the Great War made modernism readable; it ‘created the completed recognition of the contemporary composition’.[10] Modernism, like other writings of the period, attempts to make the war ‘readable’ and to write it into history. The First World War is often perceived as a complete break with the past. Yet it also represented a kind of imaginative continuity. Stein believed she had been conscious of war all her life. From the age of six to sixteen, this consciousness came not from experience, but from reading. ‘During these years there was no war and if there was it was not any war of mine. But of course there was history, and there were novels historical novels and so there was in a way war all the time.’[11] Reading about war brought Stein a lot of pleasure, and in Wars I Have Seen (1945) she meditates on the place of war in the fantasy lives of civilians. Throughout her childhood and adolescence, she writes, there was no war ‘outside of me’ but it existed powerfully in her imagination. ‘What is there inside in one that makes one know all about war’ (9) she wonders. The answer, perhaps, is literature: ‘as an omnivorous reader naturally there was a great deal of war’; reading brought ‘romantic war’, ‘not to believe in but to dream’ (9, 15).

				How did people imagine themselves in a period of ‘total war’? Did gender make a difference, or was gender itself perceived differently? This topic has been addressed by a number of studies of women’s writings of the First World War.[12] But gender is only one aspect of subjectivity and of writing, and this book tries to develop a broader view. As I have argued elsewhere, we should perhaps be concerned that gender has become, paradoxically, rather a depoliticised focus for reading our culture and its history. It does not seem helpful to treat gender as the final point of inquiry, as if it provided the answers to questions about the war. We might also ask ourselves what we do not see when we focus upon gender and whether we need to question our critical assumptions rather more rigorously.[13] This study reads writings by women and men; pro- and anti-war writers; civilians, combatants, and a civilian who pretended to have been in combat. I am not trying to produce a taxonomy of war writings, nor to make a case for ‘women’s writing’ or ‘men’s writing’; I am increasingly convinced that this kind of categorising obscures more than it illuminates. The works I discuss are preoccupied with questions of who has seen what, and how one is positioned in relation to war’s trauma. Who is witness, and what is it that has been witnessed? Who has the right to speak, to oppose the war or to support it? How does the war affect the ways people think about their bodies, fragile in the face of modern weaponry? These concerns often far outweigh questions of gender or sexual difference.

			

			
				This book focuses on narratives of the First World War and asks what happens to narrative when people find themselves surrounded by propaganda, bogus statistics, and inaccurate news stories. This was a condition experienced by all writers of the period, many of whom were also propagandists.[14] The writings show signs of anxiety as writers face the fact that stories have been mobilised by all sides for the war effort; narrative, along with other forms of representation, is enlisted to prolong and justify mass slaughter. This is true of all wars, of course, but it reached a new level of intensity in the First World War when propaganda was organised ‘scientifically’ for the first time, especially in Britain. Widespread literacy made it easier to spread lies. This was a matter for concern during and after the First World War and remains a problem in wartime right up to the present day. It also raised serious questions about democracy, accountability, and the possibility of rational decision-making. Modernism was never simply a celebration of the technologies of representation; nor of other technologies, notwithstanding the enthusiasms of the Futurists. The writings are often anxious about the uses to which representations and technology are put, from the newspapers which lie about the war to a vast readership to the development of new weapons technology—poison gas, aerial bombing, the tank.

			

			
				Literary history, perhaps understandably, has never shown much interest in military hardware. But such objects sometimes occupy an important place in politics and culture. Like narratives, they can turn into cultural artefacts which, as Frederic Jameson points out, are always ‘socially symbolic acts’.[15] Chapter 5 tries to understand what happened when a major new weapon was invented during the First World War, taking as its example the tank. How was it presented to the civilian public? What cultural significance did it have? The chapter provides a short cultural history of the tank, a highly visible new military object which was one of the few inventions of the war to be developed first in Britain. Its military value at the time was rather doubtful, but its cultural significance was immense. The tank was mobilised in a vigorous propaganda campaign in Britain in the latter part of the war, and the chapter traces the astonishing variety of representations and stories which surrounded it. The campaigns around the tank raised troubling questions about technology, democracy, and human agency; this too was part of the political and cultural context in which the writers were working, and to which their writing responds.

			

			
				


				The book is in three parts. Part I examines the problem of bearing witness to the war which emerges in the writing of HD (Hilda Doolittle), Kipling, and Ford Madox Ford. All three writers were concerned, in different ways, with the trauma of war, and with how they were placed in relation to its events. HD and Kipling were civilians with relatives at the front;[16] Ford was a soldier. The war continued to be a source of anguish long after it had ended, and all three writers tried to express the mental suffering it caused for civilians as well as for soldiers. This took some strange forms, most notoriously in Kipling’s ‘Mary Postgate’ (1915), a story of a woman who seems to take sadistic pleasure in witnessing the death of an airman. As the man dies, Mary feels ‘an increasing rapture’. ‘She ceased to think. She gave herself up to feel. […] She leaned forward and listened, smiling. There could be no mistake. She closed her eyes and drank it in.’[17] The story has been interpreted in many ways and has even been treated as sociological evidence that women took pleasure in men’s suffering.[18] But ‘Mary Postgate’ is not about a real event; Kipling made it up. The story is interesting precisely because it is not true. It indicates some of the ways in which the war was imagined in 1915, and hints at the perverse fantasies which might circulate among civilians. 

				This part of the book also looks at two acute problems which developed during the war: the emergence of war neurosis (popularly known as shell shock) and the widespread use of propaganda, reading the literature against the medical, political, and journalistic writings which addressed these matters at the time.

				Part II examines the ways in which bodies are represented in writings of the First World War, looking at narratives of soldiers and nurses alongside the work of two non-combatants, D. H. Lawrence and William Faulkner. Like every war, the First World War produced specific kinds of physical injury, and chapter 3 traces how these are represented by writers who saw and imagined terrible sights produced by the new technologies of war. The combatants’ narratives attempt to write a kind of history of the war, but what also emerges is their interest in the war as a place of fantasy. History and fantasy meet in unsettling ways around the image of the injured soldier, and chapter 4 examines representations of soldiers who return from the war with visible injuries—figures which are used in the writings to rethink the meaning of bodily difference. These are analysed alongside Freud’s theorising of sexual difference from the same period, and the chapter argues that we need to pay closer attention to the historical context within which Freud was writing.

			

			
				Part III is concerned with the political consequences of the war, and traces the anxieties which arise around agency, responsibility, and notions of citizenship in Britain during and after the war. Chapter 5 examines these matters in the writings and representations which surrounded the tank. Chapter 6 takes Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway, one of the most ‘aesthetic’ of modernist novels, and asks what it has to say about its historical moment. The chapter argues that the novel is partly a satire on certain aspects of the postwar settlements and on British domestic politics in the early 1920s. The book also raises questions about what is remembered, and what forgotten, both at the time and in subsequent readings. Our inability to see the history and politics at work in much modernist writing is itself a perplexing question for our own time.
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				Witness to war

				



			

	






			

			
				


				1

				War neurotics

				


				In August 1914, the expatriate modernist poet HD learned that she was pregnant.[1] In May 1915, the baby was stillborn—killed, HD believed, by the Great War. Shortly before the birth, HD had been shocked by the news that the passenger ship Lusitania had been sunk with 1,200 civilian casualties. Whether medically true or not, HD’s view that the war indirectly killed her child is a significant and by no means unusual response. It suggests a direct relationship between violent public events and the private lives of civilians during wartime. For HD, civilians, like soldiers, could suffer from crippling war neuroses—an idea which recurs throughout her war writing. Her fiction raises compelling questions about how civilians are placed as witnesses to, or victims of, war’s trauma. Similar questions arise in the writing of Rudyard Kipling, and I will discuss ‘Mary Postgate’ at the end of the chapter.

				Is HD’s view of her lost child specifically a woman’s response to the Great War, or a feminist protest that the violence of the war has permeated even the most private of spaces, to the unborn child in the womb? Perhaps, yet HD’s work resists precisely this kind of rigid gendering. Rather, she explores the peculiar effects of trauma on both women and men, and the uneven ways in which the war penetrates civilian society. She does this through her representations of war neurosis: a disorder usually associated with soldiers, and commonly, if inaccurately, known as ‘shell shock’.[2]


			

			
				Civilian war neuroses

				Did civilians suffer from war neuroses during the Great War? The medical journal the Lancet did not think so at the beginning of the war. As late as September 1915, it was arguing that no one, whether soldier or civilian, would suffer any long-term mental problems as a result of the conflict. Indeed, it claimed, because civilian neuroses were caused largely by boredom, the excitement of the war ought to make them diminish, if anything. For civilians, the Lancet argued, ‘the spectacle of millions of men abandoning home, family, ambition, money, and laying down their lives for a principle is so glorious as to transfigure “the pictures of mangled bodies and human beings gasping in their dark struggle against death”.’[3] (The quotation comes from the superintendent of a lunatic asylum.) The term ‘spectacle’ is striking here. Soldiers—men—are seen to have a symbolic function; their bodies form a grotesque ‘picture’ whose meaning transcends and redeems its own horror. Civilians do not see this picture, of course: they imagine it. And when civilians actually did imagine some of the horrible sights of the Great War, they became susceptible to war neuroses, as the Lancet found itself reporting only a few weeks later. A woman was admitted into Leicester Mental Hospital as a direct result of war news: five of her seven sons at the front had been wounded. The Dorset County Asylum reported that ‘stress was frequently a well-recognised cause of mental breakdown, and that not a few cases were associated with the war, both among the wives of soldiers and young recruits’.[4] By March 1916, the Lancet had come to accept the reality of civilian war neuroses, arguing: ‘While the stress of war on the soldier is discussed, it should not be forgotten that the nervous strain to which the civilian is exposed may require consideration and appropriate treatment.’[5] Even in Britain, where there was very little direct experience of war, apart from a few air raids, symptoms of war shock among civilians were ‘by no means uncommon’. 

			

			
				Eventually the idea of non-combatant war neuroses was commonplace enough to be the subject of a mild joke; in February 1918, the Lancet drew attention to a court case about the sale of some dubious milk: ‘The defendant claimed that the milk reached the consumer exactly as it came from the cows, but it was drawn at a time when there was an air raid and the animals were suffering from shell shock.’ The defence was unsuccessful, and the dealer was fined. None the less, the Lancet declared, ‘there can be little doubt that such a defence might well be valid’, for, like humans, cows are susceptible to stress or fright, which can impair the quality of their milk.[6]


				Civilian war neuroses appeared in other medical writings during and after the war. In Shell Shock and its Aftermath (1926), Norman Fenton argues:

				The nervous effects of war strain on civilians is brought out by Redlick [in a 1915 article], who, studying them during the war, frequently found insomnia among peasants, who had never before known anything of sleeplessness, dreams about war disturbing their sleep. Variations in body temperature and modifications in heart action without apparent adequate cause were also common occurrences among the civilians Redlick studied.[7]


			

			
				Clearly, British civilians suffered much less direct violence than French civilians in the battle zones. But they could be subject to trauma none the less. Edwin Ash’s propagandistic book, The Problem of Nervous Breakdown (1919), argues that British civilians showed tremendous stability of nerve during the war; the terror of attack served to strengthen the ‘national nerve’; like steel, it was tempered by the ‘experience of red-hot war in our midst’. Even as Ash invokes an unshakeable ‘British nerve’ (the opposite, it seems, of British ‘nerves’), he acknowledges that civilians were susceptible to neurotic symptoms. He goes on to claim that, while civilian neuroses existed during the war, they were generally similar to the neuroses of peacetime. None the less, there were cases in which ‘complete mental imbalance occurred, and stricken persons became deluded into the false belief that they were persecuted by spies, or suspected of spying, or being persecuted by the Government in various mysterious ways’.[8] In other words, war neuroses were not always the same as peacetime neuroses: some were specific to the experience of the war, whether real or fantasised. It is also worth noting that a sense of being mysteriously persecuted was not always a delusion. As Phillip Knightley points out, many people were wrongly arrested and persecuted as spies during the First World War.[9] Finally, Ash admits that civilians subjected to mechanical violence, such as bombing raids, often exhibited symptoms like those of ‘shell-shock of the battlefield’: ‘loss of voice, paralysis, […] sleeplessness, terrifying dreams’, and so forth.

				We find, then, that the idea of civilians suffering from war neuroses was by no means unknown during the Great War, and it turns up in a number of works of fiction, such as Rebecca West’s The Return of the Soldier (1918), in which the civilian narrator suffers from war-neurotic dreams about the trenches. In Rose Macaulay’s Non-Combatants and Others (1916), a returned soldier talks in his sleep ‘like a little child, like a man on the rack’ about the horrible sights of war. His sister hears him and begins to suffer from hallucinations, ‘seeing her friends in scattered bits, seeing worse than that, seeing what John had seen’.[10] A Canadian woman in Ford Madox Ford’s Parade’s End is ‘bedridden at the news’ that two of her sons have been killed in the war.[11] F. Scott Fitzgerald refers bluntly to ‘non-combatant war neuroses’ in Tender is the Night (1934). In The Three Hostages (1924), John Buchan suggests that shell shock is in fact more prevalent among civilians than among soldiers; a doctor in the novel makes the bizarre claim that ‘in spite of parrot talk about shell shock, the men who fought suffer less from it on the whole than other people. The classes that shirked the war are the worst.’[12] In Arnold Bennett’s Lord Raingo (1926), two civilian women are driven mad by air raids. Bennett himself became ill and depressed after he visited the front in June 1915; Buitenhuis argues that his symptoms were partly a psychic response to the war.[13]


			

			
				Later work on what is now called ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’ or PTSD,[14] draws explicit parallels between civilian disaster survivors and combat veterans: their symptoms, it is argued, can be remarkably similar. Survivors of war, floods, earthquakes, rape, the atomic bombs, and the Nazi concentration camps often exhibit similar traumatic symptoms.[15] In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, published not long after the end of the war, Freud noted the similarities between civilian survivors of railway disasters and shell-shocked soldiers.[16] Civilians exposed to violence and terror, whether public and shared (railway accidents, floods, war) or individual and private (rape), can suffer from serious traumatic symptoms. Direct experience of pain, loss of autonomy and fear of mutilation or death can produce mental disturbance, often expressed in the body, for years afterwards.

			

			
				Does this help us to understand HD’s view that her child was killed by the trauma of war? If the shock had been caused by the air raids on London, then the models of war neuroses or post-traumatic stress disorder might readily be applied. But HD’s case is striking precisely because it is not a response to direct violence. ‘I had lost the first [child] in 1915’, she remembered many years later, ‘from shock and repercussions of war news broken to me in a rather brutal fashion’.[17] It was a story which did the damage. 

				The death of her brother in the war in 1918 contributed to HD’s anxieties; the bereavement was thought to have contributed to the death of her father shortly afterwards.[18] Similarly, Katherine Mansfield was haunted by the news of her brother’s death, and found she could not stop herself imagining the sights of war. ‘I keep seeing all these horrors’, she wrote in 1918, ‘bathing in them again and again (God knows I don’t want to) and then my mind fills with the wretched little picture I have of my brother’s grave. What is the meaning of it all?’[19]


				HD wrote about her memories of the Great War and the death of her first child many times throughout her life.[20] In Asphodel, an early memoir of the war years, she states bluntly of the protagonist’s stillborn child: ‘Khaki killed it.’[21] In a letter to Norman Holmes Pearson in 1937, she wrote: ‘In order to speak adequately of my poetry and its aims, I must you see, drag in a whole deracinated epoch. Perhaps specifically, I might say that the house next door was struck another night. We came home and simply waded through glass, while wind from now unshuttered windows, made the house a barn, an unprotected dug-out.’[22] This might be the ‘carnage on Queen’s Square’ imagined in Bid Me to Live. Though the damage to London was minor compared with the devastation of the battlefields, it had a profound effect on those who lived through the aerial bombardments, the first of their kind in Britain.[23] ‘What does that sort of shock do to the mind, the imagination’, HD wrote to Pearson, ‘—not solely of myself, but of an epoch?’ (72) Her analysis with Freud, she wrote some years later, was partly to gain skills which might help ‘war-shocked and war-shattered people’ from the Great War in the period leading up to the next war.[24]


			

			
				In Magic Mirror, a long-unpublished memoir written in the 1950s, HD remembers receiving the news of the Lusitania, recounting the memory through the characters of Rafe and Julia in Bid Me to Live (originally entitled ‘Madrigal’): ‘Rafe Ashton (though not so stated in Madrigal) destroyed the unborn, the child Amor, when a few days before it was due, he burst in upon Julia of that story with “don’t you realise what this means? Don’t you feel anything? The Lusitania has gone down.”’[25] We should be cautious about accepting this at face value, however, as Friedman notes: ‘Here and later in a repetition of this memory, H.D. added to the typed manuscript the pencilled words: “(But this never happened. Surely this was fantasy.)”’[26] HD’s memories of the war were written and rewritten over a period of more than forty years, the act of writing itself compounding them with fantasy. Fantasy might be constituted differently from the memory of real events, but it can be equally disturbing. As time passes, the distinction between real and fantasised memories can become blurred. But whatever its source, HD’s response to the news of the Lusitania provides some useful insights into her thinking about the war. The sinking of the Lusitania became one of the great scandals of the war, forcing civilians in Britain (and to some extent in the United States) to realise that they too were serious targets.

			

			
				The sinking of the Lusitania


				In February 1915, Germany established a submarine blockade around the entire United Kingdom, which then included all of Ireland.[27] Any vessel in this zone was declared to be a legitimate target, subject to attack without warning. A major struggle took place at sea, as each nation attempted to cripple the other’s economy and starve out its civilians. This was a significant factor, it is argued, in Britain’s eventual victory.[28]


				On 1 May 1915, the Lusitania departed from New York, carrying nearly two thousand passengers and a secret cargo of war munitions for Britain. A number of passengers had received letters and telegrams, warning them that the ship was likely to be attacked. The morning that it sailed, the New York Tribune published a notice from the Imperial German Embassy in Washington, warning that all ships entering the war zone were at risk of being destroyed. The warnings were ignored, however, and the ship sailed. At about 2 p.m. on 7 May, a German U-boat torpedoed the Lusitania as it passed by the south coast of Ireland. A second explosion, caused either by the munitions cargo or by one of the ship’s engines, followed a few seconds later. The attack was not planned, as it happens, but this was not known at the time. Within twenty minutes, the ship, which was 787 feet long, had completely sunk. Incompetence, confusion, and cost-cutting by the shipping company meant that the crew did not know how to use the life-boats properly. The Lusitania was sinking rapidly at an angle, which made their task even more difficult. Passengers were crushed by falling life-boats and killed trying to get off the ship; others were drowned. Bodies were washed up on the Irish coast for several days afterwards. Some were buried in mass graves; others were returned to the United States. (The corpses of the first-class passengers were embalmed before being sent back.) The newspapers printed pictures related to the disaster for several days afterwards. In all, nearly 1,200 passengers and crew died; all of them civilians. Around 198 of the dead were American citizens—neutrals at this stage of the war. One passenger went into labour when the ship began to sink; both she and the baby were drowned.

			

			
				Though the event had little military significance, the sinking of the Lusitania became a key symbol in the British propaganda campaign to bring the United States into the war. It was widely reported in all the British newspapers, with outraged commentary about German barbarism. The Times for example called it an outrage, a crime, wholesale massacre, and an action of diabolic character,[29] and devoted several pages to the story for about a week (running alongside its rather positive reports of the disastrous Gallipoli campaign). The British papers reported that the sinking of the Lusitania was crassly celebrated in Germany: a story which was generally untrue, but which was used by propagandists to revive civilian support for the war.[30] It was an important issue within the Unites States, too, and was frequently cited during the presidential campaign of 1916. When the US entered the war on Britain’s side in April 1917, the Lusitania was seen by many people as a key factor in the decision. (In Willa Cather’s novel, One of Ours (1922), one of the American characters cites three reasons for enlisting: ‘Belgium, the Lusitania, Edith Cavell’[31]—all represented in the newspapers and propaganda as cases of violated femininity.) However, the Lusitania was less the cause than the justification of the American entry into the war: its function was imaginary or ideological.

			

			
				But this is precisely its importance in our understanding of HD’s response to the event. As I have already argued, it is well established that civilians, like soldiers, will suffer from war neuroses if they are subjected to war’s violence. HD takes this point further, however, to suggest that violent events can cause physical or psychic shock even to people who are not present. Witnessing such events at a distance, or being exposed to them indirectly, discursively, through stories, can cause war neuroses, just as some soldiers suffered from shell shock without ever going into battle. In other words, HD’s response to the sinking of the Lusitania, like her writings about the First World War, suggest that the stories which circulate in a society can damage people’s bodies, or send them mad.

				It is this imaginary effect of war that HD addresses in her war fiction. I want to look at two of her prose works about the First World War: ‘Kora and Ka’, a short story about a man who is still suffering from the war in the late 1920s, and Bid Me to Live, a novel about a woman’s war experiences during 1917. Both stories deal with the problem of being a witness—indirectly—to the violence of the war,[32] and both ask how this interacts with structures of gender. But neither work posits a simple parallel between gender and violence; nor does it suggest that ‘the war at home is also a war in the home’.[33] We need to resist the urge to find simple parallels or causal relationships between gender conflict and military conflict.[34] Nor am I convinced that HD is trying to define ‘woman’s experience’ or ‘women’s consciousness’ of the Great War. Rather, her works explore how femininity is constituted in relation to the war. Furthermore, HD’s writing also recognises masculinity as a tenuous and contested construction; here her war fiction can productively be read alongside the soldiers’ narratives by Aldington, Barbusse, Blunden, Graves, Manning, and Remarque. (These writers are discussed below in chapter 3.) Neither femininity nor masculinity emerges as a single, unproblematic structure in her fiction; nor does she set up masculinity as the cause of war, as some later critics have suggested.

			

			
				‘Kora and Ka’ is a particularly interesting story in this context: a work written by a woman which explores a man’s reactions to the First World War. Like Bid Me to Live, this story suggests that the collective trauma of war spreads far beyond its immediate time and place, and can have a profound effect on the lives of both women and men.


				HD’s war fiction

				‘Kora and Ka’ was completed in 1930 and published privately in 1934.[35] It is a strange, impenetrable piece of writing and a striking study of the effect of war neuroses in the decade following the war.[36] ‘Kora and Ka’ has two main characters: Kora, a woman who has left her husband and children, and John Helforth, the man she lives with now. (The name John Helforth was also one of HD’s writing pseudonyms, under which she published a short novel entitled Nights, in 1935.) Helforth suffers from the delusion that his mind has been occupied by a ‘Ka’, a spirit from Egyptian mythology which lives on after the body has died. The story is narrated by Helforth in two interwoven voices: his own, and the Ka’s. This makes it difficult to follow, partly because it is a representation of a nervous breakdown, narrated from within.

			

			
				The story opens with a struggle between Helforth and the imaginary spirit as it tries to take over his mind. The struggle is centred on the act of looking, an act which is mentioned many times in the first few pages of the story. ‘Helforth must see everything’, we are told, but his eyes trouble him. He suffers from hallucinations, some of them very like Septimus’s visual delusions in Mrs Dalloway. At work he sees the undermanager ‘as under layers of green water, violet-laced’; the figures in his ledger shine ‘violet-laced, nine, six, up through transparent seaweed’ (188). He decides to see a doctor, and hallucinates as the doctor tries to test his eyes. The doctor asks him to read from a printed chart:

				As the huge page loomed before Helforth, he felt himself grow smaller. Helforth felt himself draw away, back and back, the length of the doctor’s room and out of the wall behind it. Helforth became Helforth, minute at the minimizing other-end of an opera-glass […]

				A globe rather like the shape of the Venetian glass that Kora had set on the table last night, again reminded Helforth that man was a microbe. He saw the world like a drop of water and himself enclosed in it. (189)

				The doctor diagnoses ‘nerves’ and recommends that Helforth stop working. But work is not the cause of his nervous disorders, though this does not become clear until half-way through the story. Helforth’s illness dates from the war, some ten years earlier, and its symptoms are uncannily similar to war neuroses: hallucinations, a sense of dissociation, loss of certainty about his sexual identity. What is so striking about this, however, is that Helforth has not in fact been a soldier; his distress arises not from battle experience, but from the lack of it.

			

			
				Out of the confusing chronology of the story and Helforth’s disordered mind, one threat clearly emerges: his memory of the war. Both of his older brothers went to the front and both have been killed. Helforth was meant to avenge them, but the war ended before he was old enough to enlist. He blames their mother. ‘Mother could have kept Larry at home’, he says:

				I was too young. Larry was of course vicious to have told me, in precise detail, all that he did. It was a perverse sort of sadism. I loved Larry. I would have gone on, loving men and women if it hadn’t been for Larry. How could I love anyone after Larry? My mother used to say, ‘Bob would have been too noble-minded to have regretted Larry.’ Bob? But Bob went that first year, dead or alive he was equally obnoxious. He was the young ‘father’, mother’s favourite. I was sixteen. By the time I was ready, the war actually was over. It was so near. It was ‘here’ all the time with me. Larry was sent to avenge Bob, I was to be sent to avenge Larry. It was already written in Hans Anderson [sic], a moron virgin and a pitcher. We were all virgin, moron. We were virgin, though Larry saw to it that I was not. Larry. (197)

				Larry has initiated Helforth into various kinds of adult experiences, providing him with an identity as a bisexual man—an identity he values, and wants to maintain.[37] But when Larry is killed, war stories and sex stories become confused, and Helforth regresses into an angry, infantile state, raging against his dead brothers, his mother, Kora’s children.

				War-neurotic soldiers often suffered from regression. In an essay published in 1920, Maurice Nicholl describes a number of case studies; one soldier regressed to the age of twelve, and then to the age of five, then relived his own life up to his departure for the war. Another regressed into very young infancy, becoming ‘as much a tyrant as a baby’, and demanding to be fed every two hours. Responding to the war through regression, writes Nicholl, ‘is the exact opposite of adaptation by progression, the psychic movement being inwards, away from the level of reality-consciousness, towards a level of phantasy-consciousness. The movement may be slow or sudden; it may be arrested early or it may go so far that the patient becomes blind, deaf, dumb, and quadriplegic or psychically infantile, or both.’[38] The war neurotic is trying to run away from the war, not physically, ‘but psychically’, writes Nicholl; one way of doing this is to relive his ‘ontogenetic development’.[39]


			

			
				Where combatants often tried, unconsciously, to escape the war through illness, HD suggests that civilian men might flee into illness for the opposite reason—to enter the war and share its suffering. Helforth also tries to assert an unambiguous masculinity within the household, but it rapidly disintegrates into hallucination and despair:

				I will to be John Helforth, an Englishman and a normal brutal one. I will strength into my body, into my loins. […] I insist on masculinity and my brutality. (194-5)

				I have meant to be robust; I have meant to smash furniture. I find myself seated on the low rush-bottomed arm-chair. I beat my hands on its sides […] I say ‘when are we going back? I can’t stay here forever.’ It is her [Kora’s] turn, at this moment, to retaliate, she does not. Then I sway. Ka is coming […]. I hear a voice, it is only Kora but still I say, ‘Ka shan’t get me.’ […] I go on, I say, ‘cow’, I say, ‘mother, mother, mother.’ Then I fling myself down, anywhere, head on the table, or head that would beat through the wooden floor to the rooms that lie beneath it, ‘Larry’. (195-6)

				Helforth is dangerous and self-destructive, like a severely disturbed child. He is undergoing psychoanalysis for his problems, and he is encouraged to speak about them with Kora. He blames his mother for the death of his brother Larry (199). ‘Kora says my attitude is fantastic’ (that is, a product of fantasy) ‘and linked up with mother-complex’—another symptom found among war-neurotic soldiers.[40] Helforth disagrees:

			

			
				I say I do not think so. I explain it lucidly, as if she herself were a complete outsider, and herself had never heard of that war. I demonstrate how, systematically, we were trained to blood-lust and hatred. We were sent out, iron-shod to quell an enemy who had made life horrible. That enemy roasted children, boiled down the fat of pregnant women to grease cannon wheels. He wore a spiked hat and carried, in one hand, a tin thunder-bolt and, in the other, a specialised warrant for burning down cathedrals. He was ignorant and we were sent out, Galahad on Galahad, to quell him. His men raped nuns, cut off the hands of children, boiled down the entrails of old men, nailed Canadians against barn doors … and all this we heard mornings with the Daily Newsgraph and evenings with the Evening Warscript. The Newsgraph and Warscript fed [our] belching mothers, who belched out in return, fire and carnage in the name of Rule Britannia. (199)[41]


				Helforth speaks as if he were an ex-soldier, explaining the war to a civilian. He tells Kora horrible tales from the war, but they are instantly recognisable not as real atrocities, but as famous (and untrue) propaganda stories from the newspapers: raped nuns, mutilated children, crucified Canadians. Atrocity propaganda aimed to produce support for the war, as I will discuss in chapter 2. British propaganda was generally very successful, generating the ‘right’ kind of disgust and hatred, and rekindling civilian interest in the war. Yet HD suggests it might also have had another effect, producing a profound kind of sickness—a war-neurotic response to stories which were simply unbearable to imagine, and which displaced stories of real suffering. More than this: ‘Kora and Ka’ raises questions about true and false stories of the war, exploring the ways in which civilians are placed, distant from the actual events, and unable to tell the difference.

			

			
				As a young man, Helforth equates manhood with soldiering. But the war ends before he is old enough to go, locking him into a state of eternal childhood—‘a small lout in my mother’s drawing-room’ (195)—struggling against a sense of guilt and the imaginary power of his now-absent mother, for whom Kora is partly a substitute. Helforth’s war fantasies lead him into a war-neurotic ‘mother complex’. He sees the newspapers as feeding monstrous women (‘belching mothers’) who in turn produce more propaganda (‘fire and carnage’) to keep the war going. ‘I did not realise,’ he says later, ‘that nothing depended on me, that a row of aunts was choros out of Hades, that the “family” was only another name for warfare and sacrifice of the young’ (200)—an idea which also animates Mary Butts’ story of young men damaged by the war, ‘The Golden Bough’ (1923). Some of Helforth’s hatred is directed against Kora, too, a mother who has left her husband and children to be with him. Kora misses her children, which makes Helforth jealous and resentful.

				Perhaps the most striking aspect of this passage is Helforth’s use of ‘we’. If he is a man, he must have experienced the war; if not in reality, then in fantasy. For the war isn’t ‘out there’, but is ‘“here” all the time’, in Helforth’s head. His identity keeps merging with the dead men he has loved, to the point that he feels he really has shared their war experiences. He fantasises about his own body in pieces, his feet as amputated lumps (185), his face seared away. These fantasies challenge familiar representations of war as a shared masculine ‘truth’, an idea satirised, particularly, through the use of images from propaganda. HD also reminds us that there was no single masculine experience of war. Despite the vast mobilisation, the majority of British men were actually civilians, and found themselves located in an odd position in relation to the discourses of soldiering and masculinity.[42] In ‘Kora and Ka’, HD suggests that some men enacted a masquerade of masculinity, imitating the illnesses of men at war.

			

			
				


				Bid Me to Live was written and revised during the late 1930s and the 1940s, but was not published until 1960, shortly before HD died.[43] It is a survivor’s account of the First World War, written and revised in the years surrounding the Second. The novel focuses on one character: a civilian woman named Julia who suffers from war neuroses. The novel also traces specific ways in which the war permeated civilian lives during 1917, from the direct experience of the Zeppelin raids on London,[44] to the indirect and imaginary effects of battles taking place out of sight—in the sea off Cornwall, for example, or in France, where Julia’s husband Rafe is a soldier. The central characters are based closely on HD and her husband Richard Aldington, from whom she became estranged during the war.[45] The war is also felt through the presence of a ‘multitude’ of soldiers in London: ‘heroic angels’ who are really doomed men, waiting to face injury, madness, and death.[46]


				The war transforms the city of London, both physically and imaginatively. Zeppelins, frightening figures out of science fiction, appear like whales in the sky:

			

			
				Superficially entrenched, they were routed out by the sound of aircraft; she stumbled down the iron stairs (that was the Hampstead flat) and bruised her knee. Just in time to see the tip-tilted object in a dim near sky that even then was sliding sideways and even then was about to drop. Such a long way to come. It drifted from their sight and the small collection of gaping individuals dispersed. Leviathan, a whale swam in city dusk, above suburban forests. (11)

				At this stage of the novel, Julia and Rafe are both living as civilians in London, reading, writing, working on their Greek translations. Their similar occupations suggest equality and even harmony between a woman and a man. But the city they inhabit has become unsettled and is threatening violence. The war will transform London into a place of dread and emptiness:

				City of dreadful night, city of dreadful night. She saw the railed-in square, the desolation of the empty street. It was a city of the dead. There were no lights visible in the blocks of walls that surrounded them, iron balconies gave on to the square and the plane-trees stood stark metal. They lifted metallic branches to a near sky that loomed now with a sudden spit of fire. A volcano was erupting. Along streets empty of life, there were pathetic evidences of life that had once been, an ash-tin, a fluttering scrap of newspaper, a cat creeping stealthily, seeking for stray provender. Ashes and death; it was a city of dreadful night, it was a dead city. (109)

				There are obvious echoes of T. S. Eliot in this passage—another non-combatant whose work is complexly engaged with the effects of the First World War[47]—as well as allusions to James Thomson’s 1874 poem, ‘The City of Dreadful Night’. HD remembers the city as stark, dry, and empty—unlike the war zone which we know to be muddy and full of bodies, both dead and alive.

				In Paint it Today, the city at war is depicted as a sinking ship (in another echo of the Lusitania, perhaps): 

			

			
				Small city railings splintered and city parks infested with a black trail of livid, wretched creatures who shivered against each other as the crash came nearer. Who woke as from a dream when distant rumblings died away, and scurried like black rats fleeing the sinking wreck, washing up on the pavements.[48]


				When the Zeppelin (‘Leviathan’) in Bid Me to Live attacks the city, Julia receives a minor injury as she runs for shelter. The very insignificance of this injury directs us towards a more important aspect of the passage, in which Julia imagines such a fall with a child in her arms. ‘Suddenly, […] her mind, which did not really think in canalized precise images, realized or might have realized that if she had had the child in her arms at that moment, stumbling as she had stumbled, she might have … No. She did not think this. She had lost the child only a short time before’ (11–12). Like HD, Julia has lost a newborn child during the war, and she has the peculiar sense that the war will kill the child for a second time.

				At the end of this scene, Rafe decides to enlist. This decision takes Rafe and Julia into separate worlds, where gender differences and the distinction between combatant and civilian seem to be identical. When Rafe returns later, now an officer on leave, Julia realises they have both been completely changed by their separate war experiences. He is no longer the same person she married (16); he is a stranger, ‘not-Rafe’ (45), an uncanny presence who looks like her husband but is somehow not the same. Rafe has been altered by his experience of being a soldier, while Julia has been changed by the loss of her child. At the beginning of the book, Julia sees the experiences as parallel, and resents being told about the men’s suffering. ‘I spared you what I went through’, she thinks, but ‘you did not spare me. I do not tell you; my agony in the Garden had no words’ (46). Such a loss, she suggests, is specific to women, kept in the private sphere, with no shared language to express it—unlike the suffering of war, which Rafe has tried to describe to her.

				Is this an example of the ‘battle of the sexes’ which critics such as Sandra Gilbert find running as a counter-narrative to the war?[49] Is Julia cast as Rafe’s victim; is this a novel about women’s suffering at the hands of men? It seems to me that from the very first paragraph, Bid Me to Live problematises precisely these issues:

			

			
				Oh, the times, oh the customs! Oh, indeed, the times! The customs! Their own, specifically, but part and parcel of the cosmic, comic, crucifying times of history. Times liberated, set whirling out-moded romanticism; Punch and Judy danced with Jocasta and Philoctetes, while wrestlers, sprawling in an Uffizi or a Pitti, flung garish horizon-blue across gallant and idiotic Sir Philip Sidney-isms. It was a time of isms. And the Ballet.

				They did not march in classic precision, they were a mixed bag. Victims, victimised and victimising. Perhaps the victims came out, by a long shot, ahead of the steady self-determined victimisers. (7)

				Out of a nightmarish vision of history, flung out of chronology into an anachronistic, violent dance (Punch and Judy, Jocasta and Philoctetes), the relationship between victim and victimiser is rendered uncertain. Who is the victim, who the oppressor in this scene? It is by no means clear, and remains ambiguous, despite the sympathetic focus on Julia, throughout the novel. Julia and Rafe—woman and man; civilian and soldier—are simultaneously victim and victimiser, in their marriage, in the war, and in their relationships with others. To complicate matters further, Rafe has volunteered for the war; is he simply its victim?[50] Rather than reading Bid Me to Live as an expression of sex warfare, or as a competition in suffering, I would argue that the novel shows how the war, as both experience and discourse, interpellates women and men differently, constructing them differently as gendered subjects.

			

			
				But the difference is endlessly modified by other structures of power and difference. When Rafe comes home on leave, for example, he dreams about the war and mutters about ghastly sights in his sleep.[51] Rafe is suffering from a mild form of war neurosis, an illness which makes him even more of a stranger to Julia. The difference between man and woman, soldier and civilian, seems to extend even into the unconscious. But this structure is disrupted only a few pages later, when Julia awakes from a brief sleep with a ‘muddle of poisonous gas and flayed carcasses’ in her head (39). These are Rafe’s nightmares which have spilled into her unconscious, just as traces of poisonous gas are transferred from his body into hers when they kiss (39). Rigid distinctions between woman and man, civilian and combatant, are broken down even as they are invoked. Traces of the horror faced by soldiers overflow into civilian lives, just as HD believed that the distant suffering of the Lusitania victims had a concrete effect upon her body, and killed her child.

				As the war progresses, Julia too begins to suffer from war-neurotic symptoms, dissociated from her surroundings, at times on the verge of madness. She is most disturbed by the sight of big groups of soldiers in London, men ‘who might be ghosts to-morrow, the latest vintage (1917) grapes to be crushed’ (119). She goes to the cinema and is surrounded by soldiers. The narrative interweaves images from the film with Julia’s vision of the crowd of doomed men. Fragments of the soldiers’ song ‘Tipperary’ are scattered throughout the scene as Julia alternates between seeing the men as objects—spectacles—and identifying with them.

				The film they are watching involves a long and rapid car journey down a mountain. 

				She was part of this. She swerved and veered with a thousand men in khaki, toward destruction, to the sweetest girl I know. But no. A swift turn, a sudden slide of scenery, a landslide of scenery projected the car, its unknown mysterious driver onto a smooth road. He was rushing along a level road, such a road as lines the waterways outside Venice, on the way to Ravenna. Was he rushing to Ravenna? Where was this? It was outside, anyway. Good-bye Piccadilly, good-bye Leicester Square. They were all rushing toward some known goal. (123-4)[52]


			

			
				Watching the soldiers from above, Julia feels she is ‘gazing into a charnel-house, into the pit of inferno’, as the men sing with the ‘voices of heroic angels, surging on toward their destruction, pack all your troubles in your old kit bag and smile, smile, smile’ (126).

				Like ‘Kora and Ka’, and HD’s memory of the Lusitania, Bid Me to Live is concerned with the problem of being a witness who does not actually see the worst of what happens. As a witness, Julia can only imagine what the soldiers have to face. She is exposed to the war discursively, through stories and fantasies of the men’s experiences. How can the trauma and the excitement of war be represented? Does HD, a woman, civilian, and survivor, have the right to write of such things? Her war writings are troubled by these questions, torn between guilt and self-righteousness; staking a civilian claim to war experience—and suffering—yet helplessly aware of the greater suffering of the combatants. Powerlessness in the face of others’ suffering, whether witnessed or imagined, was a significant cause of war neuroses in both civilians and soldiers during the Great War.

				Yet Bid Me to Live also contains some remarkably callous moments. When Rafe and Julia remember seeing and touching a Michelangelo statue before the war, Julia thinks: ‘Yes—that was it, the very touch of the fingers of Michelangelo had been transferred to theirs. Their feet, their hands were instilled with living beauty, with things that were not dead. Other cities had been buried. Other people had been shot to death and something had gone on. There was something left between them.’ (72) Julia wavers between compassion and indifference—or even, as here, a perverse kind of satisfaction—in the distant suffering of others.

				Julia is a civilian war neurotic. Like Helforth, she suffers from dissociation, unsure of the limits and functions of her own body, and struggling to place her life story within the larger narratives of history. Yet at times the experience of dissociation is strangely pleasurable as she sees the world as ‘magic lantern slides’ (174) and wishes she could live in two dimensions (175). Where Helforth regresses into infancy and ‘mother-complex’, Julia mediates on her own maternity, both lost and potential, retreating (in a striking echo of Lawrence) into an imaginary space she calls the gloire. ‘I want to explain’, she writes to Rico, the Lawrence figure in the novel, ‘how it is that the rose is neither red nor white, but a pale gloire’:

			

			
				Perhaps you would say I was trespassing, couldn’t see both sides, as you said of my Orpheus. I could be Eurydice in character, you said, but woman-is-woman and I couldn’t be both. The gloire is both.

				No, that spoils it; it is both and neither. […]

				The child is in the gloire before it is born. The circle of the candle on my notebook is the gloire, the story that isn’t born yet.

				While I live in the unborn story, I am in the gloire.

				I must keep it alive, myself living with it. (176-7)

				This is a profoundly unsettling moment in the novel, as Julia imagines escaping from the war into a utopian, maternal space. The scene could perhaps be read as an attempt to offer another kind of cultural imaginary—a feminine (or feminist) alternative to the culture which produced the trauma of the Great War. But I find this interpretation unconvincing. While Julia mediates privately on the gloire, the war continues; millions more will suffer and die before it is over. Her meditation cannot change this; nor will it help to prevent another, larger war which was to prove much more disastrous for civilians—as HD knows very well when she completes the novel in the late 1940s. If anything this scene functions as a challenge to theories which seek to analyse the war simply in terms of gender.

				Throughout her writings, HD explores and often dissolves the boundaries of subjectivity. At the same time, her war fiction represents subjects (Julia, Helforth) who are threatened to the point of severe neurosis by the war’s reshaping of subjectivity. Not all transgressions of boundaries are liberating, for women or for men.

			

			
				Kipling, ‘Mary Postgate’ 

				One of the earliest works of fiction to allude to the idea of civilian war neuroses is Rudyard Kipling’s story, ‘Mary Postgate’, published in September 1915 and described at the time as ‘the wickedest story ever written’.[53] Kipling was an active supporter of the war, mainly through his work as a propagandist. The precise nature and extent of his propaganda work are still uncertain, but, according to Buitenhuis, ‘The evidence suggests that Kipling did write propaganda quite often at the request of various government departments.’[54] His son John went to the front with the Irish Guards and went missing in action on his first day in battle. His body was never found.[55] Kipling’s attitude towards the war changed profoundly and he spent the rest of his life commemorating and making reparations towards the dead.[56] A number of his later stories look sympathetically at shell-shocked soldiers after the war: ‘The Janeites’, ‘A Madonna of the Trenches’, ‘A Friend of the Family’.

				‘Mary Postgate’ is considered by many critics to express Kipling’s rabid loathing of the Germans at this stage of the war. Buitenhuis calls it ‘the most vivid testament of hatred to come out of England in the Great War’ (108); he also notes that the story was published not long after the notorious Bryce Report on alleged German atrocities in Belgium—much of it ‘a tissue of invention, unsubstantiated observations by unnamed witnesses, and second-hand eye-witness reports’ (27). Trevor Wilson comments that: ‘The first half of 1915 was a special time of hate in Britain. For in this phase of the war atrocity-mongering reached its peak.’[57] The scandals of Edith Cavell and the Lusitania occurred in the same year. ‘Mary Postgate’ intervenes in the hysterical responses to these events, occupying an uneasy position somewhere between ‘literature’ and ‘propaganda’, and positing a strangely sexualised civilian response to the war.

			

			
				Mary Postgate is a lady’s companion who has raised Wynn, her employer’s nephew, from an unlovely boyhood. Wynn joins the Flying Corps and is killed in training. After his funeral, Mary destroys all his personal possessions in a fire which will ‘burn her heart to ashes’ (352). While she is doing this, she finds a German airman who seems to have fallen out of a plane into the garden. He is badly injured and begs for help, but Mary refuses, and watches him die. The most disturbing aspect of the story is the pleasure—a ‘secret thrill’ of sexual ecstasy—she takes in his suffering. What are we to make of this? A number of critics have argued that Mary Postgate suffers from delusions. The airman, in this reading, is simply an hallucination—an interpretation which diminishes the story’s horror and perhaps makes it more palatable to postwar readers.[58] This reading is oddly persuasive, even though the text provides no supporting evidence. It might be argued that Mary Postgate is suffering from civilian war neuroses, caused by her grief at the death of the boy she has loved. This would explain her strange behaviour. Yet it seems to me that, unlike HD’s war writings, the story is not really interested in the clinical problem of civilian war neuroses, which were just becoming recognised at the time it was written. Rather, the depiction of Mary Postgate might be read as a complex act of displacement. Kipling’s representation of neurotic behaviour perhaps function here in ways which were not possible in the years following the war, when civilian war trauma was taken much more seriously. Mary Postgate might be a war neurotic, but the precise form and meaning of her neurosis remain ambiguous.

				


				For Mary Postgate, 1914 brings a war which, ‘unlike all wars that Mary could remember, did not stay decently outside England and in the newspapers, but intruded on the lives of people whom she knew’ (342). When the war begins, Wynn joins the Flying Corps and is killed in training. Mary is delegated to organise the funeral, and finds herself entering ‘a world where bodies were in the habit of being despatched by all sorts of conveyances to all sorts of places’ (346). There are strong hints that Mary is in love with her young charge, but she cannot cry over his death; instead, she feels ‘angry with the Germans’ (347), even though Wynn has been killed in England.

			

			
				Miss Fowler decides to give away Wynn’s clothes and asks Mary Postgate to burn all his personal possessions in the destructor. Before lighting the fire, Mary fetches some paraffin from the village. As she walks, she imagines she can ‘almost’ hear the noise of a plane (249). She stops to talk with the village nurse, ‘when a gun, they fancied, was fired immediately behind the house’ (the Royal Oak public bar), ‘followed by a child’s shriek dying into a wail’.

				 ‘Accident!’ said Nurse Eden promptly, and dashed through the empty bar, followed by Mary. They found Mrs Gerritt, the publican’s wife, who could only gasp and point to the yard, where a little cart-lodge was slipping sideways amid a clatter of tiles. Nurse Eden snatched up a sheet drying before the fire, ran out, lifted something from the ground, and flung the sheet round it. The sheet turned scarlet and half her uniform too, as she bore the load into the kitchen. It was little Edna Gerritt, aged nine, whom Mary had known since her perambulator days. (350)

				Edna dies ‘between Nurse Eden’s dripping hands’. ‘The sheet fell aside and for an instant, before she could shut her eyes, Mary saw the ripped and shredded body.’ Edna is transformed from a child into an ‘it’, an object lifted from the ground, a ‘load’. Three women witness the death: Mary, Nurse Eden, and Edna’s mother, who immediately faints.

				‘What in God’s name was it?’ [asked Nurse Eden]

				‘A bomb,’ said Mary.

				‘One o’ the Zeppelins?’

				‘No. An aeroplane. I thought I heard it on the Heath, but I fancied it was one of ours.’ (350)

			

			
				Mary fetches the doctor, who instructs her not to tell anyone what she has seen ‘till we’re sure’ (351). A short while later, he informs her that the accident has been caused not by a bomb, but by the stable falling down:

				‘It’s been dangerous for a long time. It ought to have been condemned.’

				‘I thought I heard an explosion too,’ said Mary.

				‘You might have been misled by the beams snapping. I’ve been looking at ’em. They were dry-rotted through and through. Of course, as they broke, they would make a noise just like a gun.’

				‘Yes?’ said Mary politely.

				‘Poor little Edna was playing underneath it,’ he went on, still holding her with his eyes, ‘and that and the tiles cut her to pieces, you see?’

				‘I saw it,’ said Mary, shaking her head. ‘I heard it too.’ (351)

				Could a falling building cause such a violent assault on a child’s body? And what has Mary seen and heard: a gun, a bomb, or an old stable collapsing? Dr Hennis insists that no bomb has fallen. But he is a special constable whose job it is to maintain civilian morale and to suppress stories of German attacks; his view needs to be treated with some suspicion.

				When Mary returns home, she does not tell Miss Fowler about Edna Gerritt’s death. Unprompted, Miss Fowler remarks that she has heard two planes pass overhead (351) at about the time the stable fell down. So perhaps there was a plane. Or perhaps it is mass hysteria, or civilian war neuroses, among the women of the village: Mary and Miss Fowler hearing phantom aeroplanes; Mary and Nurse Eden imagining the explosion of a gun or bomb. The coincidence of two sets of hysteria on the one day seems unlikely, but the story keeps open the possibility that the strange events are war-neurotic hallucinations. But then the fantasy of the aeroplane seems to be true after all, for, when Mary returns to continue her task of burning Wynn’s possessions in the destructor, she finds an injured man sitting by a tree. He seems to have fallen from a plane:

				By [the fire’s] light she saw […] a bareheaded man sitting very stiffly at the foot of one of the oaks. A broken branch lay across his lap—one booted leg protruding from beneath it. His head moved ceaselessly from side to side, but his body was as still as the tree’s trunk. He was dressed—she moved sideways to look more closely—in a uniform something like Wynn’s, with a flap buttoned across the chest. (352)

			

			
				Who is he?

				For an instant, she had some idea that it might be one of the young [English] flying men she had met at the funeral. But their heads were dark and glossy. This man’s was pale as a baby’s, and so closely cropped that she could see the disgusting pinky skin beneath. His lips moved.

				‘What do you say?’ Mary moved towards him and stopped.

				‘Laty! Laty! Laty!’ he muttered, while his hands picked at the dead wet leaves.

				Now: ‘There was no doubt as to his nationality’ (352). From his haircut and peculiar speech, Mary Postgate judges the man to be a German aviator and the person responsible for Edna Gerritt’s death. The man is fatally injured. He never speaks German, but a combination of oddly spelt French and English (‘Laty […] Cassée. Tout cassée […] Che me rends. Le médecin! Toctor!). It is perhaps reasonable to interpret this as a German accent, but the text never actually confirms that his uniform, his haircut, his pink scalp, or his odd speech are actually German—or even that he has fallen from a plane. This uncertainty makes what follows particularly disturbing.[59]


				Mary threatens the man with a gun, ‘a huge revolver with flat-nosed bullets, which latter, Wynn said, were forbidden by the rules of war to be used against civilised enemies’. The women have acquired this ‘terrible machine’ after reading certain Belgian reports—propaganda about German atrocities in Belgium, such as the Bryce Report (353).[60] Though Mary knows how to use the gun, she makes no attempt to kill the man; indeed, she is bizarrely ‘careful to keep her finger off the trigger for fear of accidents’ (353). The man is badly injured, and asks for a doctor.

			

			
				‘Stop that!’ said Mary, and stamped her foot. ‘Stop that, you bloody pagan!’

				The words came quite smoothly and naturally. They were Wynn’s words, and Wynn was a gentleman who for no consideration on earth would have torn little Edna into those vividly coloured strips and strings. But this thing hunched under the oak-tree had done that thing. It was no question of reading horrors out of the newspapers to Miss Fowler. Mary had seen it with her own eyes on the ‘Royal Oak’ kitchen table. (354)

				Whether the man under the tree is responsible for Edna’s death is never proven, but Mary takes her revenge: she will not kill him, but neither will she fetch help. She simply waits and watches him die under the tree. She becomes more repulsive as the scene proceeds, ‘her underlip caught up by one faded canine, brows knit and nostrils wide’. Physically, she begins to turn into an animal, baring a tooth like a dog; flaring her nostrils like a camel. Psychically, she becomes a kind of man, holding the gun and identifying with Wynn; at the same time, she becomes more of a woman, suddenly aligning herself with the idea of ‘women’s work’:

				She had never believed in all those advanced views—though Miss Fowler herself leaned a little that way—of woman’s work in the world; but now she saw there was much to be said for them. This, for instance, was her work—work which no man, least of all Dr Hennis, would ever have done. A man, at such a crisis, would be what Wynn called a ‘sportsman’; would leave everything to fetch help, and would certainly bring It [the man] into the house. Now a woman’s business was to make a happy home for—for a husband and children. Failing these—it was not a thing one should allow one’s mind to dwell upon—but— (354-5)

				As the man suffers, Mary feels ‘an increasing rapture’. ‘She ceased to think. She gave herself up to feel. […] She leaned forward and listened, smiling. There could be no mistake. She closed her eyes and drank it in’ (355). When the man finally dies, Mary Postgate ‘drew her breath short between her teeth and shivered from head to foot’—an image interpreted by many readers as a moment of orgasm—followed by ‘“That’s all right,” said she contentedly.’ Her contentment is followed by more self-indulgence: she returns to the house, ‘where she scandalized the whole routine by taking a luxurious hot bath before tea, and came down looking, as Miss Fowler said when she saw her lying all relaxed on the sofa, “quite handsome!”’ 

			

			
				The airman’s death seems to have awakened Mary Postgate’s dormant sexuality, an idea which the story finds fascinatingly disgusting. Mary Postgate could be read as a civilian war neurotic who takes obscene pleasure in the suffering of others. In allowing the man to die, she enters the war as a kind of combatant, telling herself that her own side, represented by Wynn, would never have committed the action which killed Edna Gerritt (quoted above). This is true in its most literal sense: Wynn is unlikely to kill a civilian on his own side (though this does happen in war, usually but not always by accident). But, as a member of the Flying Corps, his training is precisely for the purpose of turning people into ‘vividly coloured strips and strings’. Mary’s peculiar behaviour might be caused by the terrible sight of the injured child’s body and by the unconscious recognition that British airmen are enacting similar violence on other bodies elsewhere. More than this: her encounter with Dr Hennis suggests that her own side might be lying or suppressing the truth. For many civilians, the realisation that one’s nation might be immoral or duplicitous was profoundly disturbing, as Freud noted in ‘Thoughts for the Time on War and Death’, published in the same year as Kipling’s story.[61] ‘Mary Postgate’ also raises doubts about the official stories of war—the propaganda aimed at civilians like Mary Postgate which Kipling himself wrote.

				The war has come out of the newspapers and into civilian lives. But it takes a very curious form: a single man under a tree who may or may not have dropped a bomb on their village. Even as ‘the war’ seems to take a tangible form for the civilians in the story, it becomes more ambiguous and unknowable. And the civilians are even less certain of their own position in the war; are they legitimate targets? What action can they take? Are they entitled to accurate information, or should they be protected from the facts for their own good (as Dr Hennis seems to think)?

			

			
				‘Mary Postgate’, like HD’s war writing, explores the ways in which the Great War permeated civilian lives and generated civilian war neuroses. However, where HD examines the uneasy positioning of civilians as absent witnesses, Kipling’s story brings the war into the centre of civilian lives, turning them into active participants. Witnessing in ‘Mary Postgate’ is transformed into sexual hysteria; an excess of ‘femininity’ irrupting in the body of an apparently sexless woman. Much of the visible violence of the story occurs on female bodies: Edna’s violent death, Mary Postgate’s sinisterly controlled ‘orgasm’. What is unseen for women in HD’s war writing is not only seen but enacted by the women in Kipling’s story. Similarly, in ‘Swept and Garnished’ (1915), Kipling imagines German guilt over alleged war atrocities in Belgium through the fantasies of a civilian woman. Frau Ebermann is suffering from influenza and is visited by five dirty, bleeding Belgian children killed in the German invasion. Here, too, Kipling is ambiguous: the hallucinations might be caused by a fever rather than by war-neurotic guilt. 

				In ‘Mary Postgate’, women’s patriotism is displaced into a form of perverse sexuality—dangerous, disgusting, yet compelling. The disturbing figure of Mary Postgate might also be read as a projection, allowing Kipling to explore some of the uncertainties surrounding the patriotic myths and propaganda of 1915. Mary Postgate’s obscene pleasure seems to function as a metaphor for a number of profound anxieties of this phase of the war—about the effects of propaganda, the mounting casualty figures, the possibility that Britain might lose the war, the sense that the war will never end. It is also an oddly displaced work of grieving, lovingly documenting the dead Wynn’s possessions as they are taken to the destructor. ‘Mary Postgate’ wonders where the war is located—in the newspapers, ‘here’, or elsewhere—and it tries to imagine the traumatic consequences of its violence, whether real or fantasised.

			

			
				Both Kipling and HD identify the problem of civilian war neuroses and the peculiar fantasies these can generate. Their writings express some of the anxieties of their historical moment, from fear of attack to guilt about witnessing the trauma of war from a position of relative safety. ‘Total war’ begins to be felt at the level of the psychic, and it shapes the ways in which civilians imagine themselves: as distant witnesses but also, increasingly, as military targets.
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				Propaganda lies

				


				‘I simply do not believe in atrocities,’ says Gringoire, the central character of Ford’s war memoir, No Enemy (1929). ‘No, I don’t believe in atrocities. Or at most I half believe in one. It is asserted—the Huns asserted it themselves but I found it difficult to believe—that they filmed the Lusitania whilst she was sinking. That I find atrocious.’ Why? Because it seems to take pleasure in the spectacle: ‘that you should take a cinema machine to represent, for the gloating of others, the ruin and disappearance of a tall ship—that seems to me the most horrible of crimes.’ Then again, ‘perhaps they never did it. Perhaps they only said that they did.’[1] 

				Gringoire’s story is one of thousands of false rumours which circulated during and after the First World War. In this chapter, I will argue that rumour takes on a new meaning in this period, as a result of propaganda. Lying for the sake of war has a long history, of course, but the Great War was the first to organise propaganda in a ‘scientific manner’.[2] If military force is based upon deception, the First World War found a new target. In Britain, especially, a vast amount of propaganda was aimed not at the enemy but at its own citizens, through bogus statistics, inaccurate news reports, and, most contentiously, false atrocity stories. These were much criticised after the war. Whether Britain was the most successful, and the most duplicitous, manufacturer of propaganda was a powerfully argued question throughout the 1920s. This chapter examines some of the debates about British propaganda during and after the war, and offers a reading of Parade’s End (1924-28) in this context. 

			

			
				Parade’s End is fascinated by the circulation of rumours and lies; indeed, gossip—some of it true, most of it false—is one of the organising principles of the novel. Ford’s own life was plagued by gossip and he was frequently accused of lying, as many critics have noted.[3] He also quite enjoyed being lied to,[4] though he disliked being the subject of scandal, writing to Stella Bowen in 1919: ‘It is fatal to have controversy about oneself; it is much better to have the worst lies told, unrefuted. No one believes the lies, tho’ they may repeat them for the fun of the thing’.[5] But this biographical interest should not obscure the larger historical context: Parade’s End is part of a complicated and often fraught debate which took place after the war. Not only does its notorious ambivalence point towards contemporary concerns about propaganda but, as the quotation from No Enemy suggests, it also reflects Ford’s interest in the relationship between representation and pleasure in stories which circulated during the war.

				In Britain, propaganda was organised on an unprecedentedly large scale. It came from a number of sources, both governmental and private, and appeared in newspaper articles, pamphlets, posters, photographs, and verbal rumours. Some of the stories were true, or partly true, while many were pure invention. Perhaps the most successful propaganda campaigns were those based on fictions about German atrocities. Harold Lasswell commented in 1927: ‘A handy rule for arousing hate is, if at first they do not enrage, use an atrocity.’[6] The effects of this deception continued into the Second World War; the success of British propaganda in the First World War made people very sceptical about news of real Nazi atrocities during the 1930s and 1940s.[7] In Britain, almost no one who was touched by the Great War had any reliable information about it. Casualty figures were misrepresented; defeats were presented as victories; atrocity stories were invented; accounts of real suffering were censored; opposition to the war was suppressed. These aspects of the war have been documented by social and political historians,[8] but their significance for literary and cultural history deserves further attention.

			

			
				Fiction of this period is often troubled by the need to bear witness to the Great War. Many writers were aware that the stories they had read and heard during the war might be unreliable, misleading, or simply untrue. How can one bear witness when one’s knowledge is so imperfect? How do people imagine themselves as subjects, or indeed as citizens, in a culture which is mobilised around rumours, lies, and official secrecy?

				Atrocity stories

				One of the most famous atrocity stories appeared in The Times on 10 May 1915, in which it was claimed that a Canadian officer had been crucified by the Germans:

				He had been pinned to a wall by bayonets thrust through his hands and feet; another bayonet had then been driven through his throat, and, finally, he was riddled with bullets.

				The wounded Canadians said that the Dublin Fusiliers had seen this done with their own eyes, and that they had heard the officers of Dublin Fusiliers talking about it.[9]  

				A few days later, The Times repeated the story, citing different sources.

				There is, unhappily, good reason to believe that the story related by your Paris Correspondent [on 10 May] of the crucifixion of a Canadian officer during the fighting at Ypres on April 22-23 is in substance true. The story was current here at the time, but, in the absence of direct evidence and absolute truth, men were unwilling to believe that a civilized foe could be guilty of an act so cruel and savage.

			

			
				Much of the second report is devoted to the question of plausibility, citing ‘written depositions’ supposedly in possession of British Headquarters. ‘I have not heard that any of our men actually saw the crime committed,’ comments the report, going on to speculate that the Canadian officer may have been dead before ‘the enemy in his insensate rage and hatred of the English wreaked his vengeance on the lifeless body of his foe’. Despite the lack of first-hand evidence, the writer claims, ‘There is not a man in the ranks of the Canadians who fought at Ypres who is not firmly convinced that this vile thing has been done’.[10] The officer is said to have been pinned to a wooden fence by four bayonets, his body ‘repeatedly stabbed with bayonets’. The previous report had five bayonets and the body ‘riddled with bullets’—a strange excess of weaponry which makes the Germans look inefficient as well as barbaric.

				Like much of The Times’ reporting of the war, the sources are obscure and the details of the story don’t quite add up, but the story is persuasive precisely because of its rough edges; readers are offered a many-layered rumour, supported by evidence which is at once vague (an anonymous written deposition) and highly specific (the exact number of bayonets). It is a rumour, presented as a fact, and seems to have been widely believed at the time; civilians, particularly, had no way of verifying what they read in the newspapers.[11] Crucifixion stories—whether of babies, children, or Americans—reappeared throughout the war, but no verifiable cases of crucifixion were ever found.[12]


				What makes a good propaganda story? Crucifixion is of course a highly charged image, especially as both sides made strong claims to righteousness in the name of Christianity. British MPs often used the story in public speeches. And, as George Parfitt argues, soldiers were often seen as Christ-like figures whose suffering was blamed variously on the enemy, on women, and on the General Staff.[13] But the story has an anthropological significance, too. Crucifixion is the wrong kind of death in this war; an inappropriate use of its technology. The event is contaminated—dirty—matter out of place. The possibility that the officer may already have been dead offers both comfort and renewed distress. The act becomes monstrous in a different way; mutilation of a dead body serves no practical military aim, but is simply an act of defilement, a purposeless horror. At the same time, the story is slightly ridiculous, as a number of writers after the war suggested.

			

			
				Other famous lies included stories of babies without arms, mutilated nurses, raped nuns, soldiers with their faces tattooed with enemy insignia, a Germany factory for converting battlefield corpses into usable products. The many terrible and revolting acts which really did take place during the First World War were hardly ever used as propaganda; indeed, true stories were rigorously censored in Britain throughout the war. The most compelling and memorable stories to be taken up and circulated were almost always fictions, and they were fictions of a particular kind. Some were recycled atrocity stories from earlier wars;[14] others were drawn partly from popular horror stories and partly from the conventions of pornography. Atrocity pamphlets appeared with titles such as The Horrors of Wittenburg (1916) and Microbe-Culture at Bukarest (1917). Irene Cooper Willis noted that propaganda stories about sexual mutilation were reported in lurid detail in the newspapers, especially the Daily News.[15] There was even a scatalogical sub-genre. J. H. Morgan’s German Atrocities: An Official Investigation (1916) included a section entitled ‘Bestiality of German Officers and Men’ which claimed that ‘chateaux or private houses used as the head-quarters of German officers were frequently found to have been left in a state of bestial pollution’. Even though ‘to use the beds and the upholstery of private houses as a latrine is not an atrocity, it indicates a state of mind sufficiently depraved to commit one’. Morgan also wrote that many incidents witnessed by British officers ‘are so disgusting that they are unfit for publication’, adding that: ‘Some of the worst things have never been published.’[16] 

			

			
				Propaganda exposed

				Studies of propaganda appeared throughout the 1920s and 1930s.[17] Mariel Grant notes that the very term ‘propaganda’ changed its meaning during this period, taking on new, negative connotations ‘in response to the success of British propaganda in the First World War’.[18] Writing in 1927, Irene Cooper Willis argued that ‘war plays the devil not only with bodies but with minds, and the ensuing intellectual deterioration of the warring nations, being less obvious than the physical deterioration, is by so much the more dangerous’.[19] Many people shared this concern, including Arthur Ponsonby, whose study of propaganda appeared in 1928:

				In calm retrospect we can appreciate better the disastrous effects of the poison of falsehood, whether officially, semi-officially, or privately manufactured. It has rightly been said that the injection of the poison of hatred into men’s minds by means of falsehood is a greater evil in war-time than the actual loss of life.[20]


			

			
				For Ponsonby, ‘The deception of whole peoples is not a matter which can be lightly regarded’, and his book focuses on a particular kind of lying: the false information which circulated in newspaper articles, pamphlets, verbal rumours, and official reports. An enormous amount of inaccurate information appeared during the war. Ponsonby examines just a few of the most famous and sensational examples. Every country used propaganda ‘to deceive its own people, to attract neutrals, and to mislead the enemy’.[21] It was also used to delay or prevent peace settlements, as Buitenhuis argues:

				In the latter part of 1916 and throughout 1917, there were several calls for peace by negotiation by the Allies. These attempts all failed, largely because of three factors: the alleged military victories manufactured by the generals and propagandists, the lack of information about the real conditions on the Western Front, and the climate created by the hate and atrocity propaganda against Germany.[22]


				The precise effects of propaganda are impossible to measure, but, whatever it achieved during the war, anxiety about propaganda had become a serious matter by 1928, when universal franchise was established in Britain for the first time.[23] A basic premise of democracy—that people make rational choices based upon reliable information—was thrown into question. And, as Grant points out, there was concern that new electors might be easily swayed by propaganda, so that, paradoxically, the extended franchise came to seem a threat to democracy.[24]


			

			
				Propaganda can seem like an act of betrayal when the state deliberately misleads its subjects, the newspaper its readers. As Freud remarked in 1915, citizens of the supposedly civilised European states were expected to live by high moral standards; above all, people were ‘forbidden to make use of the immense advantages to be gained by the practice of lying and deception’. Clearly, citizens assumed that the state would obey its own rules. People become disillusioned, says Freud, when they realise that ‘the state has forbidden to the individual the practice of wrong-doing [in this case, lying], not because it desires to abolish it, but because it desires to monopolize it, like salt and tobacco’. Freud’s turn to an economic metaphor is particularly striking. Lies, rumours, and propaganda become commodities—valuable assets taken under state control—while citizens become passive consumers, treated ‘like children by an excess of secrecy and a censorship upon news and expressions of opinion’.[25] This leaves them extremely vulnerable to propaganda and rumour—almost the only information in circulation in a society at war.

				


				In some ways the manufacture of propaganda, especially atrocity stories, was simply an extension of the sensational journalism of the nineteenth century.[26] Some stories were deemed too obscene to publish and were circulated as rumour or folk myth. Trevor Wilson points out that many of these stories involved ‘sexual-sadistic fantasies’ which entered public discourse, especially among middle-class people, ‘under the guise of patriotic warnings’. Wilson speculates that this kind of rumour provided a strong frisson of enjoyment as well as horror or disgust.[27] Harold Lasswell’s influential study, Propaganda Technique in the World War (1927), makes the point more strongly:

			

			
				Stress can always be laid [in propaganda] upon the wounding of women, children, old people, priests and nuns, and upon sexual enormities […]. These stories yield a crop of indignation against the fiendish perpetrators of these dark deeds, and satisfy certain powerful, hidden impulses. A young woman, ravished by the enemy, yields secret satisfaction to a host of vicarious ravishers on the other side of the border. Hence, perhaps, the popularity and ubiquity of such stories. (82)

				Lasswell’s characterisation of entire nations as would-be rapists is both startling and facile, and owes something to popular misunderstandings of psychoanalysis. Yet it identifies, however clumsily, the element of sexual fantasy at work in much atrocity propaganda—what H. D. Chalmers described in 1914 as ‘sensational outrages which please the public’.[28] 

				After the war, many writers were concerned that citizens had been treated like children by the state, the newspapers, and other institutions.[29] As people struggled to recover from the mental and physical suffering of the war, this realisation produced a good deal of bitterness. There were serious political reasons for objecting to institutional lying, and writers such as Ponsonby, Lasswell, and Cooper Willis made their cases very strongly. But the language of outrage and indignation which appears in a number of studies suggests that something else is at stake in these writings. Terms such as defilement, degradation, contamination, desecrated, polluted, germs of hate, poison, evil, and hysteria appear in many of the analyses of propaganda after the war, uncannily repeating some of the outraged language of the propaganda itself, drawing upon metaphors of disease, dirt, and sexual depravity. Sometimes they imitate the methods of propaganda, too, repeating hearsay, retelling unverified rumours, citing incomplete sources—and, in some cases, exhibiting a kind of relish in the horrible material.

			

			
				In The Propaganda Menace (1933), for example, Frederick Lumley quotes material drawn third-hand from sources about a French firm which supposedly manufactured atrocity photographs.

				Its principal work consisted in making photographs and cuts of wooden figures with cut-off hands, torn-out tongues, gouged-out eyes, crushed skulls and brains laid bare. The pictures thus made were sent as unassailable evidence of German atrocities to all parts of the globe, where they did not fail to produce the desired effect. In the same rooms fictitious photographs were made of bombarded French and Belgian churches, violated graves and monuments and scenes of ruin and desolation. The staging and painting of these scenes were done by the best scene-painters of the Paris Grand Opera.[30]


				It seems remarkable that anyone should need to forge such scenes of devastation in the First World War, but propaganda frequently preferred fakes. Real mutilated bodies were not hard to come by, either, though these were often unsuitable for propaganda. Lumley does not comment on this incongruity, nor on the astonishing name of the institution involved: the House of Propaganda and Prostitution. He is as unsuspicious of the story and its sources as earlier readers had been of the propaganda itself. James Morgan Read later argued that the original anonymous source, Behind the Scenes of French Journalism, was unconfirmed by any other evidence.[31] And even a study as careful as Ponsonby’s, according to Read, contains errors of fact; inaccurate stories continued to circulate long after the war had ended.[32] 

				Rumour in Parade’s End


				What has Parade’s End to say about these concerns? It is a highly unsettling novel, teetering, as Max Saunders argues, on the brink between tragedy and absurdity.[33] It also locates itself on another brink—between anxiety and pleasure—an ambivalent position which gives the work much of its power, and which is highly resonant when read against the debates around propaganda after the war. One source of its ambivalence, perhaps, is Ford’s unease about his own propaganda work in the early stages of the war. He contributed a series of articles to Outlook in 1914-15, and was commissioned by Masterman to write two propaganda books: When Blood is their Argument (1915) and Between St. Denis and St. George (1915). Many respected writers produced serious books which argued, directly or indirectly, in support of the war, often on secret commission from government propaganda committees: Wells, Bennett, Galsworthy, Kipling, Mrs Humphry Ward, Conan Doyle, A. A. Milne and many others.[34] This was quite a different kind of writing from the atrocity stories discussed earlier, but it was an important element in the great propaganda machine, and its disguised origins were another kind of lie. In Between St. Denis and St. George, Ford pillories some leading pacifists, accusing H. N. Brailsford of lies and ‘forgery’ and Shaw of repeating unfounded gossip; this surely raised some ethical questions when Ford began to realise the consequences of the war.[35] Perhaps the pacifists deserved support rather than ridicule and attack. Peter Buitenhuis argues that Ford, like Wells, Kipling, and Bennett, looked back on the war and felt ‘some dismay at [his] own complicity’.[36] Ford’s own propaganda work was very slight, but it raised questions about collusion and official lies which are addressed, often in a highly displaced form, in Parade’s End.

			

			
				‘You can’t get ahead of rumour’, says Christopher Tietjens, the central character of Parade’s End, and the novel’s four volumes are filled with gossip about his sexual life, his politics, his marriage, his money. Most of the stories are untrue—‘foul and baseless rumours’, as his estranged wife Sylvia puts it—but they have a material effect on the course of Tietjens’ life.[37] Gossip drives the various plots and organises the relationships among the central characters. Rumours about Tietjens diminish his reputation, isolate him from his social class, damage his finances. Yet, at the same time, the gossip enlarges him, placing him at the centre of the stories his society tells itself. Gossip is fundamental to social organisation; it is an important source of pleasure as well as a mechanism for policing people. Throughout the novel, Tietjens’ friends and family tell lies about him, the behave as if the stories were true. The processes of gossip are like ‘the smooth working of a mechanical model’ (202).

			

			
				Generically, Parade’s End moves between soldier’s memoir and modernist fiction. Published as four separate novels—Some Do Not (1924), No More Parades (1925), A Man Could Stand Up (1926), and The Last Post (1928)—it did not appear as a single volume until 1950. Although much of its war material is based on Ford’s own experiences at the front, its central character is only partly autobiographical, and it is quite unlike other veterans’ narratives of the First World War. Even in the sections set in battle in No More Parades and A Man Could Stand Up, in method Parade’s End more closely resembles Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage (1915-38)—a book Ford admired—than Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front (1929), Barbusse’s Under Fire (1916), Blunden’s Undertones of War (1928), or Graves’ Goodbye to All That (1929). (These works are discussed in chapter 3.)

				Ford enlisted in July 1915 and was sent to the war in 1916. He was in his forties, a generation older than most men who served, and he had joined the army, according to Buitenhuis, partly to escape from ‘the financial and patriotic necessity to write propaganda for C. F. G. Masterman’s office’.[38] Being a soldier was Ford’s first real job. Like many men in the trenches, Ford did not actually fight in the sense of using weapons against enemy soldiers. He worked with battalion transport, just behind the front lines—a position which was subject to frequent attack. Not long after he arrived, it seems he was blown in the air by a shell explosion, sustaining minor injuries and a concussion which was to affect his memory from many years afterwards.[39] He was also to suffer from war neuroses until 1923.[40] Yet the experience was also oddly healing, as Saunders notes. After several periods of mental suffering before the war, Ford had ‘no more mental breakdowns after the war: and from the mid-1920s onwards he was much less prone to depression’.[41] 

			

			
				When Parade’s End begins the young Tietjens is working in the Civil Service in a job which requires him to fake statistics (47, 57, 60), and is married to Sylvia, who has run off with another man. As a husband Tietjens considers it ungentlemanly to divorce his wife, and insists on protecting her reputation. The novel repeatedly draws attention to Tietjens’ adherence to an anachronistic moral code. Although he is one of the few members of his circle who is monogamous, he develops a reputation for indiscreet affairs. People want to drop him from their visiting lists, not for the fictional affairs so much as for being the subject of malicious gossip. This pattern is repeated throughout the novel and accords with Tietjens’ own statement at the beginning that society distrusts the ‘cuckold’ and blames him for his own misfortunes (10, 11). As a wealthy member of the ruling class who refuses to defend himself against libel, Tietjens is an unusual victim. His unyielding belief in the correct codes of behaviour often makes him unsympathetic. He defends his wife’s honour as a point of principle, for example, but fails to do the same for Valentine, the woman he loves; nor will she defend him (258).

				Much of the gossip in the novel focuses on illicit sexual practices. Tietjens is said to be ‘a bloody pimp living on women’ (217); to have taken Mrs Duchemin (later Mrs Macmaster) as his mistress (161, 207, 209, 220, 270, 271) and to have made her pregnant before her marriage to Macmaster (222, 261). Many people think that Valentine has had a war baby to Tietjens (158, 209-10, 212). ‘Seven people in the last five weeks have told me you have had a child by that brute beast’, says Mrs Duchemin to Valentine, calling her a ‘shameless thing’ and a harlot (260-1). Valentine in turn considers Mrs Duchemin a ‘foul whore’ (265). Before he has even met Valentine, Tietjens is alleged to be her lover (107, 117): ‘He was said to have ruined himself, broken up his home and spent his wife’s money on her’ (87). ‘Those were lies’, reflects Tietjens, patiently. ‘On the other hand they were not inherent impossibilities’ (87). To some extent, it is the gossip, ‘the pressure of suggestion’, which makes the affair between Tietjens and Valentine possible (88). ‘The whole world conspired to force them together!’ (214) Later, in the war, Tietjens is sent up the line, despite being medically unfit, because the scandals attached to his private life are thought to be demoralising the army (476-8). One of the Welsh soldiers, O Nine Morgan, discovers that his wife has taken up with a prize fighter. He applies for leave, but Tietjens refuses, on the grounds that that ‘the prize-fighter would have smashed him to bits’ (310). O Nine Morgan is killed shortly afterwards, his face smashed by a shell (308). Tietjens will be haunted by this death, caused, indirectly, by the workings of gossip.

			

			
				The worst rumours have a physical effect on Tietjens’ family: his brother Mark feels ‘sickish’ when he thinks of Tietjens and the rumours which surround him (738), and the gossip is said to have killed their father (178, 490, 739). Even in the war, Tietjens himself suffers less from the violence of battle than from malicious stories, most of which originate from his wife. Sylvia’s attacks on Tietjens are key elements in the movement of the plot, yet their causes remain enigmatic. Her main purpose in life is to torment him for reasons which change in the course of the novel: because he bores her, because she hates him; because she loves him; because he is the only real man she knows; because she wants him to notice her; because she enjoys the spectacle of suffering. Most of the characters in Parade’s End attempt to injure Tietjens in some way; their motives, too, are often obscure. Early in Some Do Not, General Campion questions Tietjens about his alleged affair with Valentine. Tietjens has been seen ‘lolloping’ in central London with an unknown woman; is this the same one? The woman is actually one of Macmaster’s unsuitable mistresses, and Tietjens tries to protect his friend without lying to the General. ‘“I was trying to get that young woman … I was taking her out to lunch from her office at the bottom of the Haymarket … To get her off a friend’s back. That is, of course, between ourselves”’ (72). The General is astonished by such an implausible excuse:

			

			
				‘Upon my soul,’ he said, ‘what do you take me for?’ He repeated the words as if he were amazed. ‘If,’ he said, ‘my G.S.O.II—who’s the stupidest ass I know—told me such a damn-fool lie as that I’d have him broke tomorrow. […] Damn it all, it’s the first duty of a soldier—it’s the first duty of all Englishmen—to be able to tell a good lie in answer to a charge. But a lie like that […] 

				Hang it all, I told that lie to my grandmother and my grandfather told it to his grandfather. (72)

				But of course the story is true. One reason Tietjens is persecuted is because he refuses to tell the right sort of lies. Such scruples are beyond the General, who says, ‘I only want a plausible story to tell Claudine. Or not even plausible. An obvious lie as long as it shows you’re not flying in the face of society’ (74).

				Sylvia’s lies about Tietjens are designed to discredit him. Early in the novel, they leave him literally so, and his bank refuses to honour his cheques (161, 182-3, 194, 202). Much is made of the relationship between credit and discredit. Without social and financial credit, the individual cannot function within society. Society itself is being transformed through the processes of lying; members of the old ruling class (land-owners such as Tietjens) are being displaced by lower-middle-class people such as Macmaster who gain power by fraud. Macmaster, for example, is awarded a knighthood for his war work: a set of bogus statistics designed to prove that the French have barely suffered during the war. He has not even faked the figures himself, but has stolen the calculations from Tietjens (256).

				Tietjens formulates the statistics as an intellectual exercise, but they will have a profound effect on many people’s lives. The aim of the statistics is to prevent reinforcements being sent, and to delay the introduction of a single command. Tietjens explains the reasoning to Valentine, the woman everyone (at this stage, wrongly) believes to be his mistress:

			

			
				They had wanted to rub into our allies that their losses by devastation had been nothing to write home about […]. Well, if you took just the bricks and mortar of the devastated districts, you could prove that the loss in bricks, tiles, woodwork and the rest didn’t—and the figures with a little manipulation would prove it!—amount to more than a normal year’s dilapidations spread over the whole country in peace time … House repairs in a normal year had cost several million sterling. The enemy had only destroyed just about so many million in bricks and mortar. And what was a mere year’s dilapidations in house property! You just neglected to do them and did the next year.

				So, if you ignored the lost harvests of three years, the lost industrial output of the richest industrial region of the country, the smashed machinery [etc. …]—and the loss of life!—we could go to our allies and say: 

				‘All your yappings about losses are the merest bulls. You can perfectly well afford to reinforce the weak places of your own lines. We intend to send our new troops to the Near East, where lies our true interest!’ And, though they might sooner or later point out the fallacy, you would by so much have put off the abhorrent expedient of a single command. (253)

				When Valentine wonders if it isn’t dangerous to tell Macmaster these ideas, Tietjens emphatically defends his friend: ‘Oh, no, no. No! You don’t know what a good soul little Vinnie is. […] He’d as soon think of picking my pocket as of picking my brains. The soul of honour!’ (253) As it turns out, Macmaster does pick his pocket as well as his brains, and is rewarded for his corruption while Tietjens is further discredited. Yet Tietjens is not simply a helpless victim; here, as elsewhere, the distinction between innocence and guilt, honour and dishonour becomes blurred. After all, it was Tietjens who calculated the bogus statistics; does he bear no responsibility for their consequences? The novel is aware of precisely this question, and deliberately makes it impossible to untangle the lines of responsibility; at the same time, it demonstrates repeatedly that the texts and stories people produce—rumours, lies, statistics—are integral to the war, and can affect the lives and deaths of large numbers of people.

				Parade’s End appeared in a period in which several key propaganda stories were exposed as inventions, and it expresses some of the anxieties they aroused. What does ‘democracy’ mean if you do not have reliable information upon which to base your judgements; if the state of which you are now a democratic citizen has been systematically telling you lies? Ford wrote in his preface to A Man Could Stand Up that he hoped that war could be prevented in the future; but how can this be achieved if propaganda and censorship make one’s knowledge so imperfect? The novel suggests that even the most privileged of individuals can be seriously damaged by lies and rumours. And yet, as I have suggested, Tietjens is an unusual victim who is oddly liberated when he is mistreated by his society; he derives some pleasure from relinquishing responsibility, being told what to do, and subjecting himself to the large, impersonal, and violent structures of the war.

			

			
				When Tietjens returns from the war his affair with Valentine can begin, but their first opportunity to sleep together is thwarted by Sylvia, who turns up to announce she is to have an operation for cancer. Sylvia is ‘a maîtresse femme’ who knows how to choose a good lie—like a successful propagandist (776). But lying can harm the liar, too, and towards the end of The Last Post Mark Tietjens reflects that inventing ‘that sort of sex-cruelty stuff’ leaves your mind ‘a little affected’. People ‘who invent gossip frequently’ end up going ‘dotty’. Christopher is a saint, thinks Mark, and providence ‘invents retributions of an ingenious kind against those who libel saints’ (727-8). Elsewhere he is likened to Christ (379)—an image which was particularly freighted as a result of the circulation (and later exposure) of stories about crucified soldiers. Tietjens is often compared to a saint or martyr, much to Sylvia’s irritation. He is even likened to the most famous military martyr of the previous generation, as General Campion remarks: 

				‘A regular … what’s ’is name? A regular Dreyfus!’

				‘Did you think Dreyfus was guilty?’ Tietjens asked.

				‘Hang it,’ the General said, ‘he was worse than guilty—the sort of fellow you couldn’t believe in and yet couldn’t prove anything against. The curse of the world […]. [F]ellows like that unsettle society. You don’t know where you are. You can’t judge. They make you uncomfortable…’ (75)

			

			
				Later he says to Sylvia, ‘You’re too young to have heard of Dreyfus … But I always say that Christopher is a regular Dreyfus … I shouldn’t be astonished if he didn’t end up by being drummed out of the army’ (409). Here, as elsewhere, the General is satirised for his ignorant prejudice. Yet Dreyfus really was a martyr—an innocent man vilified and imprisoned for five years on Devil’s Island for crimes he never committed. The Dreyfus case, it is often argued, created profound divisions in French society and created a new wave of anti-Semitism in the nineteenth century.[42] Parade’s End takes up this cultural memory and shifts the idea of the victim away from the figure of the persecuted Jew towards an English Tory gentleman struggling for Anglican sainthood (187, 483). Here, too, the novel is hard to pin down. Tietjens has a number of relationships with Jewish men: like Scots, the Jews are cast as duplicitous aliens within English society—social inferiors who will use an honourable Englishman to help them rise, only to betray and discredit their patron. These ‘inferior’ men (Macmaster, Ruggles, Levin, Schatzweiler) are frequently represented as feminised, hysterical, and deceitful. On the one hand the book claims the high moral ground occupied by the traduced Jew Dreyfus; on the other, it casts the Jew, like the femme fatale, as a source of damage and betrayal.[43]


				Parade’s End is often read as a nostalgic study of the disappearance of the old, prewar England Tietjens supposedly represents. But it might be more useful to think about this as a cultural fantasy, and to ask how the book takes up other anxieties of the 1920s, including the re-emergence of anti-Semitism. Its relationship to anti-Semitism is, characteristically, highly ambivalent, both mobilising and mocking its ideas, and perhaps alluding to Ford’s own experiences as the (non-Jewish) butt of some bizarre anti-Semitic attacks. In 1916, for example, the journal New Witness published a hostile review of Zeppelin Nights, a book co-written by Ford and Violet Hunt. ‘It is generally supposed that Mr. Hueffer [Ford] is not exactly of pure European extraction’, wrote the reviewer, ‘and this book tends to confirm such impression’. She went to accuse Ford of ‘abjection’, referring enigmatically to ‘the foreign quarters of Whitechapel—and by “foreign” I mean those parts which are inhabited by non-Europeans’. This set off an anti-Semitic debate in the letters page, starting with J. M. Barrie’s claim that, while Zeppelin Nights was a bad book, ‘That is no reason why you should go out of your way to insult Mr. Hueffer by calling him a Jew and a coward’.[44] Later, in 1926, a review of No More Parades called it ‘not a thoroughly English book’, likening it to the work of ‘one of those aliens in the British Empire, Celt or Semite, who in their souls resents what England stands for’.[45] The attacks are absurd, hysterical, weirdly entertaining as well as potentially harmful; all these possibilities are present in Parade’s End, too. It is not Tietjens, however, but the ‘womanish’ men (the Scots and Jews) and Sylvia, the gossiping woman, who are finally removed from the world of the text. Perhaps that is why some readers consider the fourth novel unsatisfying: the rumours, lies and sexual cruelty have disappeared. 

			

			
				Towards the end of Some Do Not, Valentine’s mother, Mrs Wannop, is approached by ‘one of the more excitable Sunday papers to write a series of articles on extravagant matters connected with the hostilities’ (269)—in other words, to write propaganda. It is easy work, and well paid. The subjects proposed are ‘war babies’ and ‘the fact that the Germans were reduced to eating their own corpses’. Valentine Wannop is a pacifist, yet oddly seems to have no ethical objection to her mother writing sensational propaganda. The morality of the issue is raised by Tietjens, for whom the topics are ‘below the treatment of any decent pen’. Furthermore, the stories are not true: ‘The illegitimacy rate, he had said, had shown very little increase; the French-derived German word “cadaver” meant bodies of horses or cattle; leichnam being the German for the word “corpse”. He had practically refused to have anything to do with the affair’ (269). 

			

			
				His objection to the ‘war babies’ story seems clear enough. They don’t exist, therefore it would be dishonest to write about them. The second matter is less straightforward. The question of the German word for ‘corpse; had been a matter of debate in 1917, when it was falsely reported in the newspapers, and later represented in a government pamphlet, that the Germans were converting battlefield corpses into oil, fertiliser, and animal food (the use varied from one report to the next). Ponsonby called this ‘one of the most revolting lies invented during the war’ (102), and it generated intense interest. There were several reports and letters about the ‘corpse factory’ in The Times during April 1917; the matter was also raised in Parliament, and an article was published in the Lancet as to the technical aspects of utilising human corpses.[46] Much of the debated focused on whether the word Kadaver referred to human or animal bodies.[47] In Disenchantment (1922), C. E. Montague cites the story as evidence that you ‘can’t believe a word you read’ in the newspapers.[48] It was not until 1925 (the year after Some Do Not was published) that the story was finally exposed as a lie; even, then, a number of different stories circulated about the precise nature of the fraud.[49] In Some Do Not, the ‘excitable’ newspaper attempts to exaggerate the story even further, into cannibalism. (A variation on this theme appears in Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front in which the German soldiers are accused of eating Belgian babies. The narrator calls the authors of such propaganda ‘the real culprits’ of the war (136).)

			

			
				  In the event, Mrs Wannop can drop the atrocity story when she is asked to write propaganda for a respectable journal instead (269). The ethics of writing propaganda are not confronted here, nor anywhere else in the novel. Even its most moral figures (Valentine, Mrs Wannop) find themselves contributing to the propaganda machine without, it seems, compromising their integrity. Yet, structurally, Parade’s End is troubled by precisely this issue. It worries at the idea that stories, both true and false, can have a material effect in the world, and can cause serious damage. On the other hand, lies can be comforting. In the final paragraphs of the novel, Tietjens’ brother Mark breaks his long silence to speak kindly to Valentine as he dies. Valentine tells the doctor Mark has spoken, but asks him not to tell Mark’s wife, Marie-Léonie. ‘She would have liked to have his last words’, says Valentine, ‘But she did not need them as much as I’ (836).

				Parade’s End’s concern with propaganda is not simply a critique of its practices. Ford goes beyond Ponsonby or Cooper Willis in being more conscious of the pleasures involved in the circulation of outrageous stories. Both the atrocity propaganda and its critiques are, as I have argued, ambivalent, unsettling and sometimes duplicitous pieces of writing. But how might this help us to understand the ambivalences of Parade’s End? An incident from the life of another young man who served in the First World War is useful here. In 1907, Ernst Lanzer, the Rat Man, went into analysis with Freud. Shortly before this, he had been on military manoeuvres, where he heard a terrible story. A captain who was fond of cruelty said that ‘he had read of a specially horrible punishment used in the East’. The Rat Man finds it very difficult to retell the story to Freud. After many hesitations, he manages to indicate that ‘a criminal was tied up […] a pot was turned upside down on his buttocks … some rats were put into it … and they […] bored their way in …’. As he speaks, the Rat Man shows ‘every sign of horror and resistance’, says Freud; at the most important moments of his story, ‘his face took on a very strange, composite expression. I could only interpret it as one of horror at pleasure of his own of which he himself was unaware’.[50] The rat story is a characteristic piece of atrocity propaganda. Its source is vague and it is located somewhere loosely designated ‘the East’ at an unspecified time. Like the Rat Man’s story, as analysed by Freud, both the propaganda of the Great War and some of the criticism which followed seem to articulate a horror at pleasure of its own of which the writing itself is unaware. This may be a further reason why atrocity stories were so fascinating, and so disturbing, and why they received so much attention.

			

			
				The debates around propaganda are particularly troubled after the war. Democracy is supposed to be organised around rational choices based on accurate information. Just as democracy is fully established, the sources of supposedly reliable information are found to be shameless liars. Moreover, the bogus atrocity stories displace the suffering of millions of real bodies. Even more troubling, however, is the realisation that to criticise propaganda requires the repudiation of a fantasmatic pleasure which dare not speak its name (fantasies about mutilation, sexual sadism, and so forth). Criticism of the war reveals some of the obscene pleasures which drive the war’s psychic economy. But it also mobilises them in its own writings. Parade’s End enacts this contradiction, not only by exposing the damage done by rumours, lies, and sensational stories, but also because it is covertly interested in the pleasures they generate. It both enjoys and repudiates the idea of pleasurable representations of war—what Gringoire in No Enemy calls ‘the most horrible of crimes’ and Sylvia likens to pornography, repeated ‘with the lust of men telling dirty stories in smoking-rooms’ (439). Often praised as one of the great critiques of the war, Parade’s End is not simply or self-evidently an anti-war novel. It is powerful for the same reason that it is disturbing, expressing anxiety at a pleasure of its own of which it is only partially aware.
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				Vile bodies

				


				‘In the decade that has passed since the Peace Treaty was signed’, wrote John Brophy in 1929, ‘the three chief belligerent countries have yielded a rich harvest of narratives and philosophical examinations. The “war book” has become as well recognised a category as the disparaging biography, the “thriller” or the fantasy.’ For Brophy, the war book might be seen as a slightly disreputable literary form, like the thriller or fantasy, but it has an important political function, providing evidence in the debates around ‘the prime ethical and international problem of the age—whether war is to cease or not’.[1] But what kind of evidence does this new category of literature offer to its readers? What is it that the writings think they have seen?

				Two sights turn up repeatedly in the soldiers’ narratives of the First World War: corpses and bodies in pieces. For Frederic Manning, the most troubling sight of the war is the spectacle of men dying. It is not the mere fact of death, but the manner in which it occurs. ‘Whether a man be killed by a rifle-bullet through the brain, or blown to fragments by a high-explosive shell, may seem a matter of indifference to the conscientious objector, or to any other equally well-placed observer’—that is, to those who do not actually see what happens—but it matters to the soldier. This might be an illusion, for ‘a man is dead or not dead, and a man is just as dead by one means as by another’, but for the witness, ‘it is infinitely more horrible and revolting to see a man shattered and eviscerated, than to see him shot’. Manning’s novel, like the other narratives discussed in this chapter, is obsessed with the sight of the human body at war: ‘one sees such things, and one suffers vicariously’, even as one refuses to confront what has been seen:

			

			
				The mind is averted as well as the eyes. It reassures itself after that first despairing cry: ‘It is I!’

				‘No, it is not I. I shall not be like that.’

				And one moves on, leaving the mauled and bloody thing behind.[2]


				And yet, paradoxically, for some writers, it is sights such as these which attract men to war in the first place, as Ernst Jünger suggests in Storm of Steel (1920):

				The horrible was undoubtedly a part of that irresistible attraction that drew us into the war. A long period of law and order, such as our generation had behind it, produces a real craving for the abnormal, a craving that literature stimulates. Among other questions that occupied us was this: what does it look like when there are dead lying about? (22-3)

				This question animates many of the war narratives in one way or another: what does it look like when there are dead lying about? Or, worse, what does it look like when the dead are not lying about, but destroyed, atomised, reduced to fragments by the weapons of modern warfare? This chapter examines some of the best-known war books published during and after the war, from Barbusse’s Under Fire (Le Feu, 1916) to Blunden’s Undertones of War (1928) and Manning’s The Middle Parts of Fortune (1930). The discussion which follows analyses the representations of this distressing material and asks: what does it mean, conceptually, historically, and within the context of particular narratives?

				


			

			
				Of the nine million people who died in the Great War, many disappeared completely, leaving no identifiable body behind. This happened to approximately half the British dead, for example, including Kipling’s son John. The absence of a body to bury and to mourn was a source of profound trauma, both for soldiers and civilians. The bodies which did remain were also troublesome, for conditions of trench warfare sometimes made burial impossible and bodies would lie around, decomposing, for weeks or even months.[3] At times the living were surrounded by corpses throughout the trenches and adjacent areas. The dead were underfoot; they were used to reinforce the parapets of the trenches; they were stored in trenches awaiting burial. Some turned up in bizarre places, such as in the latrine, holding up a fragile doorway, or up a tree. All such events appear in the soldiers’ writings. Corpses are trodden underfoot in Undertones of War and Under Fire; bodies support the parapet in Goodbye to All That; Blunden refers to a corpse propping up a doorway in Undertones of War, and dead men are found in a tree in All Quiet on the Western Front. The sad sight of a dead man caught in the wire in no man’s land is found in a number of the trench poems. Barbusse frequently depicts the living soldiers as completely surrounded by the dead, while Jünger’s Storm of Steel is interested in the sight of soldiers’ corpses which lie around, visibly, for months.[4]


				Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front is a novel set ‘on the borders of death’ (178). Near the beginning of the book, the narrator, Paul, witnesses the pitiful death of his close friend, Kemmerich. Paul is suddenly strongly aware of being alive; he enters into a kind of ecstasy:

			

			
				Outside the door I am aware of the darkness and the wind as a deliverance [Erlösung]. I breathe as deep as I can, and feel the breeze in my face, warm and soft as never before. Thoughts of girls, of flowery meadows, of white clouds suddenly come into my head. My feet begin to move forward in my boots, I go quicker, I run. Soldiers pass by me, I hear their voices without understanding. The earth is streaming with forces which pour into me through the soles of my feet. The night crackles electrically, the front thunders like a concert of drums. My limbs move supplely [sic], I feel my joints strong, I breathe the air deeply. The night lives; I live. I feel a hunger, greater than comes from the belly alone. (27)

				The use of Erlösung—relief or deliverance—is striking. It is a term with religious connotations: redemption, blessed relief, relief from suffering (der Erlöser means ‘saviour’). And it is curious to find that it is Paul—who is alive and not physically suffering—who feels relief or redemption in response to the death of his friend. He simultaneously identifies with and rejects the condition of being dead, and asserts himself and the world around him as aggressively alive. Indeed, the sight of death leads, perversely, to romantic visions of girls and flowery meadows, just as Bourne in The Middle Parts of Fortune finds himself dreaming of ‘womanly softness’ in response to a disgusting memory of unburied bodies (11). In Barbusse’s Under Fire, men celebrate ‘the Feast of the Survivors. The boundless glory in which they rejoice is this—they still stand straight’ (50). Some survivors of a battle ‘seem to be dancing as they brandish their knives’; they are ‘elated, immensely confident, ferocious’, when they have just been trampling over the bodies of the dead (253). For Jünger, battle is followed by a period of quiet pleasure:

				These drink-offerings on the morrow of well-fought fights count among an old soldier’s happiest memories. And though ten out of twelve had fallen, still the last two, sure as death, were to be found on the first evening of rest over the bottle, drinking a silent health to their dead companions, talking and laughing over all they had been through. For dangers past—an old soldier’s laugh. For those to come—a full glass, though death and the devil grin there, as long as the wine was good. Such has ever been the custom of war. (140-1)

			

			
				In The Middle Parts of Fortune, Manning describes a loss of appetite amongst survivors of battle, followed by a rush to eat stale food ‘ravenously’. ‘Gradually their apathy cleared and lifted, as first their bodily functions, and then their habits of life asserted themselves. One after another they started shaving’ (13). (And it is notable that their ‘habit of life’ here—shaving—is also a mark of adult manhood, distinguishing the men from women and boys.) In these examples we find the living defining themselves in relation to the dead, and celebrating their difference. Yet, at the same time, the soldier’s sense of bodily identity is threatened by the mere presence of the corpse. Julia Kristeva’s book, Powers of Horror, though written much later, helps us to understand what is going on in these writings.

				Kristeva describes the corpse, ‘the most sickening of wastes’, as a border, but ‘a border that has encroached upon everything’.[5] It is the most powerfully affecting example of the abject. The abject is that which is excluded in the process of constituting the human subject, but which nonetheless lingers ‘at the borders of our existence’,[6] at once guaranteeing our subjectivity (for ‘How can I be without border?’)[7] and threatening it with dissolution. This metaphor also functions at the level of an entire culture, which marks its boundaries by casting as abject—and rejecting—certain people or things which then hang around at the edges, marking the margins of society as margins by their very presence. Being rejected as a form of rubbish is precisely how the soldiers see themselves at certain moments in the war narratives, especially in Barbusse’s novel; it is particularly disturbing to find the living being cast as abjected, like the dead.

				For the physical body, the abject (bodily fluids, waste, sweat, tears, etc.) simultaneously marks its boundaries and threatens to dissolve them. The abject is that which must be fully rejected; yet complete rejection is, paradoxically, always impossible. The living body ‘extricates itself’ from the ‘theater’ of waste and corpses—from the border between life and death (4). And yet some aspects of the abject (bodily fluids, waste) are also signs of being alive. ‘Such wastes drop’, writes Kristeva, ‘so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the limit—cadere, cadaver’ (3). Producing and rejecting waste keeps one physically alive until the time one is ‘waste’; similarly, one psychically rejects the corpse (and the idea of the corpse) until one’s own death. In Goodbye to All That, Graves supervises the collection of corpses for burial. As an officer, he does not have to handle them, but the sight and smell of the bodies make him vomit—a physical and psychic rejection of the abject (137). A similar scene occurs in A. P. Herbert’s The Secret Battle (1919).[8] 

			

			
				Yet the corpse, is, paradoxically, ‘something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.’[9] On the one hand, the corpse as abject marks the threshold between subject and object and threatens to contaminate or dissolve the subject. It breaks down the distinction between being and non-being: the corpse exists, but in what sense can it be said to ‘be’? The corpse is like an object, says Kristeva, in only one sense: it is ‘opposed to I’ (1). But, on the other hand, the corpse marks the border which confirms the living person as alive, and can thus be a source of strength and affirmation to the subject. Survivors often felt guilty at being alive when their comrades were dead, as J. M. Winter points out,[10] but that guilt is sometimes represented in highly ambivalent terms. Survivors in the war writings are faced with trauma, guilt, and sorrow, but they also find some strange forms of pleasure. More than this: the war writings describe the fantasy relationship between the living and the dead, understood through the troubling figure of the corpse—inert matter which looks uncannily like a person.

			

			
				Body politics: Barbusse, Under Fire


				Under Fire (Le Feu) was on of the most influential novels of the First World War and appeared more than a decade earlier than most of the well-known English narratives of the war. Barbusse joined the French army at the age of forty-one, despite being exempted on the grounds of ill-health, and worked as a stretcher-bearer on the front lines. He was awarded the Croix de Guerre for bravery in 1915 and was invalided out of the war in 1917. From October 1915 he kept a diary of observations and conversations in the trenches. This formed the basis of his most famous book, Le Feu (1916), which won the Prix Goncourt in 1917; the English translation by W. Fitzwater Wray, Under Fire, appeared in July of that year.[11]  

				Early admirers of the novel included Lenin, Sassoon, Owen, and Wyndham Lewis. By the end of the war it had sold nearly 250,000 copies.[12] It made a powerful impression on reviewers in Britain. For Muriel Ciolkowska in The Egoist, Le Feu made other war books look like ‘impertinencies’; similarly, Gerald Gould in the New Statesman felt that ‘to “review” such a book in the ordinary sense of the term would be an impertinence’. Gould concluded that ‘Everybody should read this book; but, most of all, politicians and journalists who advocate at their ease the compulsion of other people into unimaginable suffering’.[13] Even the conservative Bookman, which usually preferred middle-brow, patriotic works, declared it ‘a great book; the most intensely and wonderfully realised revelation of the war’, as well as an insight into ‘the soul of the common French soldier’—the last comment rather missing the internationalist politics so central to the argument of the book.[14] The Times Literary Supplement was struck by Barbusse’s refusal to hate the enemy, and found it difficult to imagine such a work being written by an English writer or winning a prize in Britain—‘the “tendency” might have told against it’.[15] 

			

			
				Under Fire is fascinated by the bodily appearance of the ordinary soldiers, both alive and dead, and it frequently draws on corporeal metaphors to describe the trenches and the environment of the war (the dug-out, for example, is like a human mouth, ‘foul of breath’, [5]). It is through the spectacle of the human body—suffering, taking pleasure, and shaped by the experience of war—that Barbusse mobilises his political arguments for peace. When the soldiers first appear, the narrator describes them as ‘shadows’, ‘huge and misshapen lumps, bear-like, that flounder and growl. They are “us”. We are muffled like Eskimos. Fleeces and blankets and sacking wrap us up, weigh us down, magnify us strangely’ (5–6). The soldiers are changing from their original human, French shapes: they are ‘misshapen’; they are like bears, like Eskimos; their clothes distort them, make them seem larger. The layers they wear over their clothes ‘mask and magnify the men, and wipe out their uniforms almost as effectively as their skins’ (11), transforming their shape both as men and as soldiers. And they are not simply different from their former selves: Under Fire also emphasises their differences from one another:

				‘I say,’ [says Barque], ‘we don’t resemble each other much.’

				‘Why should we?’ says Lamuse. ‘It would be a miracle if we did.’ (14)

				And yet:

				Yes, we are truly and deeply different from each other. But we are alike all the same. In spite of this diversity of age, of country [i.e. region], of education, of position, of everything possible, in spite of the former gulfs that kept us apart, we are in the main alike. Under the same uncouth outlines we conceal and reveal the same ways and habits, the same simple nature of men who have reverted to the state primeval. (17)

			

			
				The book frequently draws attention to the paradox of sameness and difference. In The Secret Battle, too, A. P. Herbert’s narrator emphasises this paradox, but concludes that difference, especially class difference, is ultimately more important. Soldiers need as companions ‘men who make the same kind of jokes’ (25, 152). In Under Fire, the men begin to lose the alienating trappings of modern life which kept them apart (seen as a good change), but they are also reverting to a lower point on the evolutionary scale, becoming ‘primeval’. This change is not seen as altogether bad, for to be ‘more wild, more primitive’ is to be ‘more human’ (40). The ‘terrible narrowness of the common life’ in war ‘binds us close, adapts us, merges us one in the other’. Yet: ‘It is a sort of fatal contagion’ (17). Barbusse keeps returning to the idea of equality, understood partly as sameness, whereby foreign men, including the present enemy, are recognised as the same as ‘us’ (335).

				The first description of a corpse appears near the beginning of the novel when one man explains how he acquired a pair of boots from a dead German:

				Old man, he was there, his arse in a hole, doubled up, gaping at the sky with his legs in the air, and his pumps offered themselves to me with an air that meant they were worth my while. ‘A tight fit,’ says I. But you talk about a job to bring those beetle-crushers of his away! I worked on top of him, tugging, twisting and shaking, for half an hour and no lie about it. With his feet gone quite stiff, the patient didn’t help me a bit. Then at last the legs of it—they’d been pulled about so—came unstuck at the knees, and his breeks tore away, and all the lot came, flop! There was me, all of a sudden, with a full boot in each fist. The legs and feet had to be emptied out. […] 

				We shoved our arms inside the boots and pulled out of ’em some bones and bits of sock and bits of feet. (13)

			

			
				Here, the body and its parts are represented as grotesque, comical, but inoffensive. The scene teeters on the edge of disgust yet the body of the dead German (‘the patient’) is described with affection rather than revulsion. The second reference to death is also comical and turns up in a discussion of cooks and their unfortunate tendency to be the dirtiest men in the army. Someone asks after a particular cook. ‘He’s dead,’ is the reply. ‘A bomb fell in his stove. He didn’t get it, but he’s dead all the same—died of shock when he saw his macaroni with its legs in the air. Heart seizure, so the doc’ said’ (30). This scene lacks the grotesque element of the boots scene, partly because the cook’s body is not described. But there are echoes of the previous scene through the image of the legs in the air, rendered even more absurd and untroubling by being used to describe the macaroni.

				It is not until nearly half-way through the book that the disturbing material for which Barbusse is famous begins to appear. This happens when the narrator and his friend unexpectedly come across ‘rows of dead’ waiting to be taken for burial.

				They are close against each other, and each one indicates with arms or legs some different posture of stiffened agony. There are some with half-mouldy faces, the skin rusted, or yellow with dark spots. Of several the faces are black as tar, the lips hugely distended—the heads of negroes blown out in goldbeaters’ skin. Between two bodies, protruding uncertainly from one or the other, is a severed wrist, ending with a cluster of strings. (146–7)

				Death creates new kinds of difference amongst the soldiers, figured in terms of a fictional ‘race’ or colour which Barbusse reports without comment. In Herbert’s The Secret Battle, by contrast, the English officers are revolted at the sight of dead white bodies at Gallipoli turning black in the heat. The spectacle kills the ‘Romance of War’ for the central character, turning war into a ‘necessary but disgusting business to be endured, like a dung-hill’ (70–1). Yet the bodies in Under Fire are simultaneously undifferentiated: one cannot tell which corpse is attached to the severed wrist. A more extreme account of the loss of human shape follows.

				Others are shapeless larvae of pollution, with dubious bits of equipment pricking up, or bits of bone. Farther on, a corpse has been brought in in such a state that they have been obliged—so as not to lose it on the way—to pile it on a lattice of wire which was then fastened to the two ends of a stake. Thus was it carried in the hollow of its metal hammock, and laid there. You cannot make out either end of the body; alone in the heap that it makes, one recognises the gape of a trouser pocket. An insect goes in and out of it. (147)

			

			
				The individual body is described in terms of an absence. Although material enough to be collected as a single entity—and those collecting it treat it as one object, which they are trying not to lose—it has no recognisable shape or coherence. The only familiar part is itself an absence, a space—‘the gape of a trouser pocket’. The comical legs in the air of the earlier chapters is now represented seriously as a ‘posture of stiffened agony’, the moment of death frozen in the body’s posture.

				Most important for Barbusse is the effect of this sight on those who survive. Towards the end of the scene just quoted, the corpse marks the boundaries of the bodies of the living. Two stretcher-bearers appear out of the fog, ‘joined together by something they are carrying’ (147–8). It is a ‘new’ corpse.

				They put down the body, which is dressed in new clothes.

				‘It’s not long since, now, that he was standing,’ says one of the bearers. ‘It’s two hours since he got his bullet in the head for going to look for a Boche rifle in the plain. He was going on leave on Wednesday and wanted to take a rifle home with him.’ (148)

				The bearer removes a covering from the dead face. ‘It is quite young and seems to sleep’—a scene from a pastoral poem, ‘except that an eyeball has gone, and the cheek looks waxen, and a rosy liquid has run over the nostrils, mouth, and eyes’. Of all the terrible sights, this corpse alone affects the viewers. ‘The body strikes a note of cleanliness in the charnel-house, this still pliant body that lolls its head aside when it is moved as if to lie better; it gives a childish illusion of being less dead than the others’ (148). Marking the threshold, this corpse blurs the boundaries between life and death. It seems ‘more pathetic, nearer to one, more intimate, as we look’. The men look at it with pity, but do not speak. ‘And had we said anything in the presence of all that heap of beings destroyed, it would have been “Poor boy!”’ (148) Despite this sympathetic comment, the act of looking is an attempt to turn the abject (the corpse) into an object; to reassert the boundaries of the living body. Elsewhere, this is taken further, when the dead become the enemies of the living, threatening the living body both psychically and physically. This relationship is complicated, however, when the corpses are the bodies of the characters’ beloved comrades. When four of the central characters in Under Fire are killed, their bodies are kept in the trench with their living friends. And though the bodies are not really the ‘selves’ of the dead—‘they are too far disfigured’, says the narrator, ‘for us to say truly “It is they”’ (228), they are nonetheless described as ‘definitely distinct’ (227). Each corpse has its own look and behaviour; the narrator reads its posture and appearance as a kind of characterisation (227–8). Lamuse, in particular, with his arm protruding from the ‘heap of dead’, touches people in the face as they walk by (228). But it is not really Lamuse, nor any of the narrator’s friends. The corpses are ‘motionless monsters’. The living must ‘turn away’ from the corpse in order to accept the death of their friends and ‘feel the void they have left among us’. The corpse represents the dead man; its presence signifies his absence.

			

			
				Shortly after this, the dead threaten the living directly. ‘Like posts and heaps of rubbish, corpses are piled anyhow on the wounded, and press them down, suffocate them, strangle them’ (253). Yet this is not the only cause of the inert killing. On top of the dead are the narrator and his ‘living ragged band’ of comrades, trampling ‘soft bodies underfoot, some of which are moving and slowly altering their position; rivulets and cries come from them’ (252–3). And, as in Remarque’s text, the survivors assert themselves aggressively as not-dead. ‘There is some change working in them. A frenzied excitement is driving them all out of themselves. […] They shake themselves like banners. They carry the luck of their survival as [if] it were glory; they are implacable, uncontrolled, intoxicated with themselves’ (252–3).

				Finally, it is in the presence of yet another corpse that the men resolve to build a new world on the ruins of the war, recognising the common interest among the men who have been sent to fight and die in a war which seems to serve none of their interests. ‘It is we who are the material of the war’, argues the narrator. ‘War is made up of the flesh and the souls of common soldiers only. It is we who make the plains of dead and the rivers of blood, all of us, and each of us is invisible and silent because of the immensity of our numbers. […] Yes, war is all of us, and all of us together’ (334). ‘The people—they’re nothing, though they ought to be everything’, says another, struggling to come to a political understanding of the physical suffering of the war (335). As this discussion takes place, the men are joined by the silent presence of a corpse, exhumed by a landslide in a pile of mud. The body is broken and sits in their midst ‘folded the wrong way’ (333). They are momentarily disturbed by the corpse’s face—until they realise it is the back of its head—but continue their discussion, which has been ‘revived by this fearful sleeper’. They speak as though ‘the corpse was listening’ (333). Rather than turning away from the corpse, they incorporate it into their analysis of the war and the need for a new order. A version of this idea is common in a lot of writing about the war—the dead are better than the living; they must not have died in vain, etc.—but Under Fire is one of the few works to confront the material body rather than an abstract idea of the ‘glorious dead’.

			

			
				Repression and fascination: Blunden, Undertones of War


				Blunden’s Undertones of War is one of the least explicitly violent of the famous soldiers’ narratives. It was written in Tokyo in 1924 and published in 1928 in London, where it sold out in one day.[16] Undertones of War is a curious book, well respected by critics even as it generates a distinct sense of unease. Blunden rarely describes the violence of the war directly, and often resorts to euphemism or studied nonchalance: ‘a man had gone west’ (75); ‘Outside, men were killed from time to time’ (172). The remains of a mangled body are described thus: ‘the skeleton seemed less coherent than most’ (27). British weapons ‘do mischief’ or are ‘conjuring-tricks’; bombardments are ‘disturbances’ (68) or ‘ungentle interludes’ (107). The trauma of warfare is made bearable through the use of a knowing, upper-middle-class understatement, working against the fantasy of the combatant as ‘a harmless young shepherd in a soldier’s coat’ (242).

			

			
				Most of the details of the war’s violence are suppressed. Even the disgusting memory which haunts Blunden is described in relatively mild terms. Characteristically understated as ‘my own unwelcome but persistent retrospect’, Blunden’s recurring vision is the sight of two ‘flattened’ German corpses lying in a shell-hole which the British use as a latrine. The corpses are remembered as ‘tallow-faced and dirty-stubbled, one spectacled, with fingers hooking the handle of a bomb’ (128). The actual sight of the bodies is mentioned four pages earlier, but there no detail is given, and the ‘sprawling corpses’ are said to be overlooking the latrine hole, rather than lying in it , as they are in memory. Blunden does not comment upon this discrepancy, and it is quite striking to find the bodies shifted into an even more abjected state, lying in the British men’s excrement, in his memory of the scene.

				Blunden’s memoir is partly an attempt to repress the horrible sights of war and to contain them within the reassuring conventions of pastoral narrative. Yet the book is also fascinated by the vision of horror. This emerges in chapter 5, when Blunden’s battalion is based near the ‘tattered’ village of Richebourg St Vaaste: ‘The large church, and the almost rococo churchyard, astonished everybody: they had been bombarded into that state of demi-ruin which discovers the strongest fascination’ (56; emphasis added). The description continues:

				At the foot of the monolith-like steeple stood a fine and great bell, and against that, a rusty shell of almost the same size; the body and blood of Christ, in effigy of ochred wood, remained on the wall of the church. Men went to contemplate that group, but more to stare into the very popular tombs all around, whose vaults gaped unroofed, nor could protect their charges any longer from the eye of life. Greenish water stood in some of these pits; bones and skulls and decayed cerements there attracted frequent soldiers past the ‘No Loitering’ notice board. Why should these mortalities lure those who ought to be trying to forget mortality, ever threatening them? Nearly corpses ourselves, by the mere fact of standing near Richebourg Church, how should we find the strange and the remote in these corpses? I remember these remarks: ‘How long till dinner, Alf?’ ‘Half an hour, chum.’ Well, I’ll go and ’ave a squint at the churchyard.’ (56)

			

			
				The wreckage and bodies in this scene ‘lure’ the soldiers there; like the bombed building at the beginning of the passage, they are irresistible, fascinating. This idea appears in a good many war narratives. In Barbusse’s Under Fire, one character is ‘attracted towards the dead by a strange curiosity’ (266); A. P. Herbert in The Secret Battle notes the ‘hideous fascination’ of dead bodies (105); tank driver Arthur Jenkin is ‘curious’ to see the dead in a civilian cemetery. Charles Carrington describes how one man gloats at the sight of dead bodies; ‘There’s some good ones over there’, he says, ‘enjoying himself’. Of his own experience of seeing dead bodies for the first time, Carrington comments: ‘I felt neither afraid nor unhappy, but fascinated. These things were less like men than the friendly earth to which they were returning. They were unclean. I returned satisfied; I had seen a corpse.’[17] Corpses are a spectacle, uncanny and fascinating, that the men keep returning to see. In other writings, this vision has the opposite effect. Herbert Read, for example, writes of a soldier rendered ‘impotent’ by the sight of a body which is accidently dug up.[18]


				Bodies in pieces

				Every war is historically specific. The technology and ideology of warfare change over time, as do cultural ideas about warfare, the individual subject, and social organisation. Perhaps the most enduring image of the Great War is the male body in fragments—an image in which war technology and the human body meet in horrible new ways. Developments in weapons technology made it possible for unprecedented numbers of men to be blown apart in battle; many more were witness to such sights. ‘I saw ’im sir’, says a character in Manning’s The Middle Parts of Fortune, ‘’e were just blown to buggery. […] ’e were a chum o’ mine, sir, an’ I seen ’im blown into fuckin’ bits’ (21). Some bodies were atomised completely and disappeared out of sight. Sometimes just one part of the body (often the feet) remained behind while the rest vanished;[19] or the entire body might be dismembered and scattered around (or upon) the men nearby—this is one reason that so many of the dead were never found for burial. These were new experiences of war, and the combatants’ narratives worry at what this means for those who survived and were witness to such sights.

			

			
				Blunden’s Undertones of War is less overtly violent than the other soldiers’ narratives, but its tone of poetic melancholy is occasionally disrupted by scenes of extreme and unexpected violence. An example of this occurs quite early in the novel, in chapter 6:

				Not far away […] a young and cheerful lance-corporal of ours was making some tea as I passed one warm afternoon. Wishing him a good tea, I went along three firebays; one shell dropped without warning behind me; I saw its smoke faint out, and I thought all was as lucky as it should be. Soon a cry from that place recalled me; the shell had burst all wrong. Its butting impression was black and stinking in the parados where three minutes ago the lance-corporal’s mess-tin was bubbling over a little flame. For him, how could the gobbets of blackening flesh, the earth-wall sotted with blood, with flesh, the eye under the duckboard, be the only answer? At this moment, while we looked with dreadful fixity at so isolated a horror, the lance-corporal’s brother came around the traverse. (67)

				The horror of the man being blown to pieces is turned into a kind of grim comedy when the brother turns up at precisely the wrong moment. And the focus is shifted to Blunden feeling caught out, like a guilty schoolboy, looking at something intimate or forbidden. The scene is extremely controlled and makes its devices quite obvious, setting up the lance-corporal (young and cheerful), the afternoon (warm) and Blunden (kindly wishing the lance-corporal ‘a good tea’) as almost excessive in their pleasantness. Even the shell seems benign at first: its smoke seems simply to ‘faint out’ and enhance Blunden’s sense of everything being ‘lucky’. This pleasant world is suddenly blown apart. The shell, though doing precisely what it is designed to do, is seen as having ‘burst all wrong’. 

			

			
				The setting of such a benign scene increases the horror of the event but also renders it curiously aesthetic. The language, too, is rather poetic: ‘bubbling’, ‘gobbets’, ‘sotted’. Aesthetic pleasure and disgust are here merged, as they are in the passage depicting the men’s fascination with civilian corpses, discussed above. The scene continues:

				He [the brother] was sent to company headquarters in a kind of catalepsy. The bay had to be put right, and red-faced Sergeant Simmons, having helped himself and me to a share of rum, biting hard on his pipe, shovelled into the sandbag I held, not without a self-protecting profanity, and an air of ‘it’s a lie; we’re a lie’. (67)

				What are they putting into the sandbag? We know from the beginning of the scene that it is the fragments of the dead man, but there is a conscious refusal to name it here, even though the grammar of the sentence seems to demand an object for the verb ‘shovelled’. This in fact intensifies the horror of the event by partially veiling it; the act of suppression draws the reader’s attention to that which has been suppressed. A similar veiling occurs near the beginning of the war section in Graves’ Goodbye to All That, when Graves first arrives in the trenches. As he is being guided into the front line, an injured man is carried past on a stretcher. ‘Who’s the poor bastard, Dai?’ the guide asks one of the stretcher-bearers.

				‘Sergeant Gallagher,’ Dai answered. ‘He thought he saw a Fritz in No Man’s Land near our wire, so the silly booger takes one of them new issue percussion bombs and shots it at ’im. Silly booger aims too low, it hits the top of the parapet and bursts back. Deoul! man, it breaks his silly f––ing jaw and blows a great lump from his silly f––ing face, whatever. Poor silly booger! Not worth sweating to get him back! He’s put paid to, whatever.’ (84)

			

			
				‘The wounded man had a sandbag over his face’, says Graves. ‘He died before they got him to the dressing-station’ (84). The man’s mutilated face is not described; the reader is given merely a tantalising allusion to a disgusting sight. Later, however, the veil will be lifted and such sights will be described in abundance. Graves is at once disgusted by the violence of war and compelled to describe it. His novel is deeply interested in the horrible sights and uncomfortably aware of the pleasure which lies on the other side of disgust.[20] Goodbye to All That provides descriptions of destroyed and decomposing bodies which fascinate and sicken simultaneously; part of the text’s power comes from its consciousness of the relationship between these two sensations. 

				Dismembered bodies and body parts are described in many of the war narratives. Sometimes they are grotesquely comical—two rats tussling over a severed hand in Goodbye to All That, for example; the legs in the air in Under Fire, discussed above—but more often they are used to signify the terror and sorrow of the frail human body facing the machinery of war. In Remarque’s All Quiet, for example, Paul watches a French soldier falling into the barbed wire. ‘His body collapses, his hands remain suspended as though he were praying. Then his body drops clean away and only his hands with the stumps of his arms, shot off, now hang in the wire’ (77). Parts of the body which might be grotesquely funny in isolation elicit horror and pity when they are seen to be lost from a dying person. This is reinforced by Paul’s reading of the dead man’s final gesture as the supplication or piety of prayer. Elsewhere in All Quiet, bodies are reduced to almost nothing; here the horror teeters on the edge of hysterical laughter when two men are ‘smashed so’ that one character remarks ‘you could scrape them off the wall of the trench with a spoon and bury them in a mess-tin’ (87).

			

			
				These men were men

				Frederic Manning’s The Middle Parts of Fortune and Richard Aldington’s Death of a Hero are both fascinated by the spectacle of men at war. Aldington is concerned about how this might be interpreted, however, and near the beginning of the novel the narrator warns against certain kinds of reading.

				Let me at once disabuse the eager-eyed Sodomites among my readers by stating emphatically at once and for all that there was nothing sodomitical in these friendships [between soldiers]. I have lived and slept for months, indeed years, with ‘the troops’, and had several such companionships. But no vaguest proposal was ever made to me; I never saw any signs of sodomy, and never heard anything to make me suppose it existed.[21]


				Aldington crudely reduces emotional or physical intimacy between men to ‘sodomy’, then denies that it exists. That homosexuality should be completely invisible or even non-existent is historically questionable, to say the least. Homosexuality and homoeroticism were present among soldiers in the Great War, just as in other section of society.[22] Indeed, the war provided opportunities for intimate and erotic relationships among men which were not necessarily available in peacetime. But the implausibility of the narrator’s denial is precisely what makes it so arresting. The idea of homosexuality is resisted by Winterbourne, the central character, too. When his wife Elizabeth wants to start a ‘crusade’ against the persecution of homosexual men, Winterbourne refuses to support her, arguing that ‘ordinary’ relations need to be put ‘on a decent basis first’ (197). Moreover, he says he is afraid that to support the rights of homosexual men would make him ‘suspect’. ‘It’s a damned dangerous thing to do in England; in most cases the suspicion is far too likely to be true!’ (198) Winterbourne is prepared to tolerate homosexual men only if they ‘keep jolly quiet about it, and [do] not try to make themselves martyrs, and flaunt themselves publicly.’ ‘I respects their freedom, of course, but I don’t like them. As a matter of fact, I don’t know any, at least so far as I am aware. No doubt some of our friends are homosexual; but as I’m not personally interested in it, I never notice it’ (198). The contradictions here are interesting. Winterbourne claims to respect the ‘freedom’ of gay men, as long as they keep their desires secret and don’t demand the same freedoms as heterosexuals. He says he does not know any homosexual men, yet he is certain he does not like them. His inability to ‘notice’ homosexuality among his friends seems peculiarly unobservant. The shaky logic in these passages suggests that homosexuality might be something of a problem for this text. It certainly worried Aldington. In a letter to his ex-wife, HD, written in the same year as Death of a Hero, he argues:

			

			
				Derek [Patmore] is a homosexual, and knows quantities of effeminate pederasts, the kind of men who simply make me sick. It’s so absolutely different in women, something quite normal and natural. But these little vindictive half-men are intolerable, especially to me, since I have lived and suffered with real men, and know how magnificent they are. Out of loyalty to Derek, Brigit [Derek’s mother] accepts and is influenced by these miserable little scented worms, and that makes a rather difficult situation. I WON’T accept them. Out of loyalty to the dead I won’t accept them.[23]


				The hysterical repudiation of homosexuals as ‘half-men’ and ‘scented worms’ reappears in Death of a Hero and is particularly striking when set against Aldington’s celebration of the bodies of ‘real’ men. When Winterbourne first sees soldiers returning from the front, he is ‘charmed’ by the sight of them.

				These men were men. There was something intensely masculine about them, something very pure and immensely friendly and stimulating. They had been where no woman and no half-man had ever been, could endure to be. There was something timeless and remote about them as if […] they had been Roman legionaries or the men of Austerlitz or even the invaders of the Empire. They looked barbaric, but not brutal; determined, but not cruel. Under their grotesque wrappings, their bodies looked lean and hard and tireless. They were Men. (253)

			

			
				Besides such Men, writes Aldington, the ‘fresh faces of the new drafts seemed babyish—rounded and rather feminine’. Soldiers become the objects of erotic interest as well as admiration for the man watching, even as Aldington anxiously repudiates the very idea of homosexual desire. Masculinity takes many forms in this novel, even as Aldington tries to formulate a single model of real manhood. 

				Quite a different vision of returned soldiers can be found in Herbert’s The Secret Battle, where the narrator observes ‘some of them with slight bodily wounds, but all of them with grievous injury staring out of their eyes’ (3). Like Aldington, Herbert is concerned by the injustice of the war; unlike Aldington, he locates the effect of suffering in the damaged gaze of returned soldiers. Mary Borden’s memoir of nursing, The Forbidden Zone, published in the same year as Death of a Hero, is similarly interested in the eyes and bodies of groups of soldiers. But where Aldington celebrates a breed of virile Men, Borden sees ‘a column of hunchbacks, a herd of deformed creatures’.[24] 

				They did not look quite like men. One could not be certain what kind of men they were. […] They had not quite the colour nor the shape of men. […] 

				And they were all deformed, and certainly their deformity was the deformity of war. They were not misshapen in different ways. They were all misshapen in the same way. Each one was deformed like the next one. Each one had been twisted and bent in the same way. […] The same machine had twisted and bent them all. They did not look quite like men, and yet they were men. (24–5)

			

			
				I saw in their eyes that they were men. […] And in their deep fixed eyes, […] there was a strange expression, the expression of profound knowledge. (26)

				In Borden’s extreme account, the soldiers’ eyes express a trauma and a masculinity which is somehow separate from the suffering body. Their ‘stupified, patient, hopeless eyes’ also signify ‘how boring it is to be a hero’ (2). Later, she describes how civilian men and women in a hospital near the front care for the soldiers with an extraordinary blend of gentleness and cruelty. ‘This is the place where they are mended’, she writes, likening the wounded men to clothes which are sent to the laundry (117). The medical staff take complete control of the soldiers’ bodies.

				We lift him on to a table. We peel off his clothes, his coat and his shirt and his trousers and his boots. We handle his clothes that are stiff with blood. We cut off his shirt with large scissors. We stare at the obscene sight of his innocent wounds. He allows us to do this. He is helpless to stop us (119).

				The staff work with a paradoxical sense of tenderness, fascination, scientific detachment and an eroticised horror on this body which is in their power.

				We experiment with his bones, his muscles, his sinews, his blood. We dig into the yawning mouths of his wounds. Helpless openings, they let us into the secret places of his body. We plunge deep into his body. We make discoveries within his body. (119–20)

				Enid Bagnold’s nursing memoir, Diary Without Dates (1918), comments on the significance of the sight of the wounded men, the hidden knowledge ‘beneath the dressings’.[25] Bagnold criticises a pacifist friend for thinking that ‘he and his “movement” are the only eyes to see the vision of horror. Why, these others [the patients] are the vision!’ For Bagnold, a Voluntary Aid Detachment nurse in England, the sight of injured male bodies is the war. Even some of the wounded men in this book come to regard their injuries as spectacle. ‘’Tisn’ no more me arm’, comments one soldier of his ‘unrecognizable’ limb. ‘’Tisn’ me arm, it’s me wound’ (115).

			

			
				The soldiers’ and nurses’ narratives display a similar kind of interest in damaged soldiers, and they all pay homage to representations of suffering in the poetry of Gurney, Sassoon, Owen, and Rosenberg. The difference between viewer and spectacle—or between subject and damaged object—is frequently more important than the difference between women and men. The war alters bodies in disturbing new ways; the difference between someone who is wounded and someone who is not can be far more profound and psychically disturbing than the distinctions of sexual difference. This in turn raises questions about how we might understand the theorising of sexual difference during this period, by Freud, for example, and I will return to this in the following chapter.

				The war narratives I have discussed all focus on the sight of the male body, suffering, in pieces, as a corpse. There are obvious historical reasons for this, since the vast majority of combatants were men, yet the First World War also killed women who worked in munitions factories or volunteered as nurses, workers, and ambulance drivers at the front. Women civilians were injured and killed in the war zones, in aerial attacks on civilian areas, and at sea. Dead women are rarely represented in the narratives discussed here, but when they do appear they help us to see how the bodily difference of death or injury often outweighs the notion of sexual difference.

				Dead women

				In Helen Zenna Smith’s No So Quiet (1930), the narrator imagines her generation as ‘a race of men bodily maimed and of women mentally maimed’, a distinction which has become a commonplace about the First World War. Yet when the women workers at the front in Not So Quiet are caught in an air raid, they suffer exactly the same kinds of injuries, of course, as do the men.[26] Sexual difference disappears in the face of modern weaponry; all human bodies become mangled flesh and blood. Smith’s women are volunteers in the war zones—VADs, ambulance drivers, Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps—like soldiers, they are vulnerable to physical and mental trauma.

			

			
				Barbusse’s Under Fire is one of the few well-known war narratives to represent a civilian woman in the trenches. She first appears in chapter 4. After the matter-of-fact tone used to describe the men, the prose suddenly becomes mock-lyrical: ‘She was slender, her head all afire with fair hair, and in her pale face we could see the night-dark caverns of great eyes. The resplendent being gazed fixedly upon us, trembling, then plunged abruptly into the undergrowth and disappeared like a torch’ (56). Her name is Eudoxie; Lamuse is attracted to her and thinks she is interested in him even though she runs away whenever she sees him. The narrator sees her following another of their comrades, Farfadet, and believes she is attracted to him (58). We never learn what she actually wants, however. When Lamuse eventually declares his interest in Eudoxie, she seems revolted:

				‘Leave me alone—you disgust me!’

				[…] He draws her to him. His head bends towards her, and his lips are ready. His desire—the wish of all his strength and all his life—is to caress her. He would die that he might touch her with his lips. But she struggles, and utters a choking cry. She is trembling, and her beautiful face is disfigured with abhorrence. (79–80)

				Her face is ‘disfigured’ in uncanny anticipation of its state after her death. Much later in the novel, the narrator comes across Lamuse in a state of distress. He wants to speak to the narrator privately. ‘When I am by him he whispers to me, very low, and as if in church. “I have seen Eudoxie again.” He gasps for breath, his chest wheezes, and with his eyeballs fast fixed upon a nightmare, he says, “She was putrid.”’ (196) Lamuse has found her body as he cleared out the debris from a caved-in trench. Something ‘like a big sandbag’, a ‘queer sack’ falls on him. It is Eudoxie’s corpse, moulding, dead ‘for a month perhaps’ (197). Her body seems to want to fall on him:

				‘Old man, she wanted to kiss me, and I didn’t want—it was terrible. She seemed to be saying to me, “You wanted to kiss me, well then, come, come now!” She had on her—she had there, fastened on, the remains of a bunch of flowers, and that was rotten, too, and the posy stank in my nose like the corpse of some little beast.

			

			
				‘I had to take her in my arms, in both of them, and turn gently round so that I could put her down on the other side. The place was so narrow and pinched that as we turned, for a moment, I hugged her to my breast and couldn’t help it, with all my strength, old chap, as I should have hugged her once on [sic] a time if she’d have let me.

				‘I’ve been half an hour cleaning myself from the touch of her and the smell that she breathed on me in spite of me and in spite of herself.[…]’

				He turns over on his belly, clenches his fists, and slumbers, with his face buried in the ground and his dubious dream of passion and putrefaction. (197–8)

				Like the dead soldiers, the dead civilian woman turns into a piece of rubbish. But even as a corpse, she is still an object of love and some desire; even without a ‘self’, the woman is still eerily a woman. Her femininity is located in her body (which is at once inert and involuntarily active) and its trappings (the decorative posy, her hair).Yet the text also mocks this simplistic notion of femininity through the sheer excess of manner in the passages quoted above.

				If the soldier’s corpse in Barbusse is an uncanny man—a subject fallen into abjection, which the viewer tries to recast as an object—the female corpse crosses the boundaries of subjectivity from the opposite direction. In death, Eudoxie’s body goes through the motions of a desiring subject—something it is not permitted to do in life. None the less, they are Lamuse’s discarded desires, rather than her own, that her body enacts. Like the political discussion in the final chapter which tries to include the male corpse, Under Fire attempts here to use the woman’s corpse to rethink the structure of sexual difference. The scene is shocking and perverse and raises challenging questions about gender and sexuality in the war, unsettling the distinctions between subject and object; desiring and desired; active and passive; masculine and feminine. The representation of the corpse disturbs the narrative which seeks to contain it; at the same time, the narrative is itself an act of ritual, a fantasy of cleansing oneself of abjected matter; these contradictions are never fully resolved.

			

			
				Bodies in the earth

				In many scenes in the war novels we find the living and the dead brought together in uncomfortable proximity, jumbled together within the earth of the trenches. A strange relationship is established between the body and the earth. The earth is where the dead are (or will be) buried, but it is also the place in which the living are located—literally in and under the ground—in trench warfare.[27] The spatial distinctions between the living body and the corpse are broken down, threatening the boundaries of what Kristeva calls the ‘clean and proper body’ (viii, 72). One injured man in Under Fire complains that ‘up to last week I was young and I was clean. […] Now, I’ve got nothing but a dirty old rotten body to drag along’ (281). ‘The whole zone was a corpse, and the mud itself mortified’, writes Blunden of an area near Thiepval (131). Living in the earth is often a claustrophobic experience. In Remarque’s All Quiet, one of the young recruits goes mad from being enclosed in a dug-out under fire, and tries to escape into the open. ‘It is a case of claustrophobia’, says the narrator, ‘he feels as though he is suffocating here and wants to get out at any price.’ His comrades know, however, that he would fail to protect himself outside and soon be killed; they beat him up, ‘to bring him to his senses’, and make him stay inside (75–6). The other men, too, feel they are sitting in their own graves in the dug-out, ‘waiting only to be closed in’ (76). (The recruit goes mad again and ‘butts his head against the wall like a goat’; the others tie him for his own safety and theirs.) In ‘The Refuge’, a chapter in Under Fire set in an underground field hospital, the place of refuge is also malign and claustrophobic. The men enter it in an inverted image of being born: ‘Once inside you have a first impression of being trapped […]. As you go on burying yourself in the gulf, the nightmare of suffocation continues […]. On all sides you bump and scrape yourself, you are clutched by the tightness of the passage, you are wedged and stuck’ (277). Yet the earth is often the only place of safety in trench warfare and is represented as a welcoming, encompassing, safe place. The soldier’s relationship to the land is ambivalent and sometimes oddly eroticised, as Remarque suggests:

			

			
				To no man does the earth mean so much as to the soldier. When he presses himself down upon her long and powerfully, when he buries his face and his limbs in her from the fear of death by shell-fire, then she is his only friend, his brother, his mother; he stifles his terror and his cries in her silence and her security [Geborgenheit]; she shelters him and releases him for ten seconds to live, to run, ten seconds of life; receives him again and often for ever.

				Earth!—Earth!—Earth! 

				Earth with thy folds, and hollows, and holes, into which a man may fling himself and crouch down. In the spasm of terror, under the hailing of annihilation, in the bellowing death of the explosions, O Earth, thou grantest us the great resisting surge of new-won life. Our being, almost utterly carried away by the fury of the storm, streams back through our hands from thee, and we, thy redeemed ones, bury ourselves in thee, and through the long minutes in a mute agony of hope bite into thee with our lips! (41–2)

				The earth protects men from dismemberment and death, yet is here subjected to a biting of the maternal breast as well as to a figurative invasion or rape. It is both mother and (feminine) lover, yet is also brother and masculine friend (sein einziger Freund). It gives birth to the men many times over and enfolds them in death. And in return for the earth’s ambiguous nurturing the men will attack with their bombs, guns, fire, etc. in a frenzy of infantile destructiveness.[28] The novel does not simply imagine violence against the maternal body, however; its representations of Paul’s mother, for example, are full of gentleness and compassion.

				In Manning’s The Middle Parts of Fortune, the earth is sexualised in different terms:

			

			
				Bourne, floundering in the viscous mud, was at once the most abject and the most exalted of God’s creatures. The effort and rage in him, the sense that others had left them to it, made him pant and sob, but there was some strange intoxication of joy in it, and again all his mind seemed focused into one hard bright point of action. The extremities of pain and pleasure had met and coincided too. (215)

				Bourne pants and sobs with effort, rage and joy and is transformed into a ‘hard bright point of action’. He is at once humiliated and elevated, masochistically and sadistically excited, abject and exulted; his ecstasy is both religious and sexual. Moments of terror and suffering are remembered (or imagined) as producing oddly eroticised forms of pleasure which complicate the narratives’ relationship to the history of the war. In other words, these writings are as much concerned with war as fantasy as with war as an historical event.

				Sometimes the images of mutilation and suffering are displaced from the human body on to the landscape. In Undertones of War, the land is ‘torn and vile’; the trenches are ‘stropped, burned, choked’ (99); the battlefield is ‘distorted’ (101); the roadway has a distressed look’ (105); the sky is ‘desolate’ and the landscape ‘stricken’ (205). Passchendaele is described as undergoing a ‘slow amputation’ which makes some men weep at the thought of returning to it (220). Similarly, in Barbusse’s Under Fire, a church is described as ‘so thoroughly mutilated by a shell that one can no longer look it in the face’ (58). John dos Passos remembers the ‘pitted gangrened soil’.[29] Remarque’s All Quiet refers to the ‘convulsed earth’ and, inverting the image, says of the men of his generation: ‘We only know that in some strange and melancholy way we have become a waste land’ (19).[30]


				On the one hand, the earth is figured as a maternal body which protects the men but is also subject to attack by them; and, on the other, it stands in for the men’s own bodies as targets of extreme violence. This paradox is strikingly similar to some of the ideas explored in the early writings of psychoanalyst Melanie Klein, who started to publish her work just after the war[31] and whose paper, ‘Early Stages of the Oedipus Conflict’ was written very close to the time that Aldington, Blunden, Graves, Manning and Remarque were writing their war novels. The paper was delivered as a lecture in 1927 and published in The International Journal of Psycho-analysis in 1928. Klein’s early writing on the violent fantasies of young children provide useful insights into the preoccupations of the war writings of the same period.[32] I do not propose to offer a Kleinian reading of the memoirs and fiction; rather, I want to read Klein’s early work alongside the war narratives, to try and understand how these different kinds of writings address their historical moment.

			

			
				The violence of Melanie Klein

				Klein was the first analyst to focus upon the imaginary violence underlying the relationship between an infant (particularly a male baby) and its parents (particularly the mother) during the Oedipus conflict. Before turning to Klein’s representations of violence, I need to look briefly at her theories of splitting, projection and introjection—mechanisms which protect the ego[33]—for it is through these processes, especially in the Oedipus phase, that violent fantasies become part of the child’s (and adult’s) psychic reality. In splitting, the infant can separate off and disown ‘bad’ parts of itself, just as it can split off the ‘bad’ part of an object to prevent contamination of the ‘good’ part of that object. The infant is initially incapable of accepting the fact that good and bad can coexist, either in itself or in people or things outside itself. The act of projection involves attributing a split-off part of the ego to an external object, filling the object with rejected feelings from within the self. ‘It is, however, not only the bad parts of the self which are expelled and projected’, wrote Klein in 1946:

			

			
				The projection of good feelings and good parts of the self into the mother is essential for the infant to develop good object relations and to integrate his ego. However, if this projective process is carried out excessively, good parts of the personality are felt to be lost. […]

				The processes of splitting off parts of the self and projecting them into objects are thus of vital importance for normal development as well as for abnormal object relations.[34]


				In introjection, aspects of an external object are taken within the infant’s ego. In this process, ‘qualities that belong to an external object are absorbed and unconsciously regarded as belonging to the self’.[35] Klein writes: ‘The introjection of the good object, first of all the mother’s breast, is a precondition for normal development.’ The introjected good object ‘comes to form a focal point in the ego and makes for cohesiveness of the ego’.[36] The result of these processes is the creation of an ‘ideal object’ for the infant’s self, for it has expelled all the bad impulses in itself and taken in all the good it perceives in the object outside itself.[37]


				These processes involve a great deal of imaginary violence, as Klein suggests in ‘Early Stages of the Oedipal Conflict’ (1927): ‘Oedipus tendencies are released in consequence of the frustration which the child experiences at weaning […]; they receive reinforcement through the anal frustrations undergone during training in cleanliness’ (70). ‘The very onset of the Oedipal wishes’ (at about the age of one), Klein argues, ‘already becomes associated with incipient dread of castration and feelings of guilt’ (70) and sets off anxieties which produce some violent fears and fantasies, including ‘a dread of being devoured and destroyed, for:

				The child himself desires to destroy the libidinal object by biting, devouring and cutting it, which leads to anxiety, since awakening of the Oedipus tendencies is followed by introjection of the object, which then becomes one from which punishment is to be expected. The child then dreads a punishment corresponding to the offence: the super-ego becomes something which bites, devours and cuts. (71)

			

			
				At around the same period, the infant perceives the mother’s womb as ‘the scene of all sexual processes and developments. The child is still dominated by the anal-sadistic libido-position which impels him to wish to appropriate the contents of the womb. He thus begins to be curious about what it contains, what it is like, etc.’ (72). The child’s second major trauma (after weaning)—toilet training—‘strengthens his tendency to turn away from the mother’.

				She has frustrated his oral desires, and now she also interferes with his anal pleasures. It seems as though at this point the anal deprivations cause the anal tendencies to amalgamate with the sadistic tendencies. The child desires to get possession of the mother’s faeces, by penetrating into her body, cutting it to pieces, devouring and destroying it. (73)

				These violent fantasies towards the mother’s body generate anxiety about a similarly violent retribution, for the feelings are projected out, on to the mother, and are seen as threatening the infant’s body from the outside. For Klein, this is particularly striking in the case of boys; masculinity is founded on violent fears and fantasies which begin at an early stage and are at crucial moments focused upon the mother’s body. Klein describes one such moment in the boy’s development as the ‘femininity phase’ (74). Castration is not the only bodily horror feared by the boy (unlike Freud’s account of Little Hans (1909)). According to Klein, he imagines his entire body is under threat.

				The boy fears punishment for his destruction of his mother’s body, but, besides this, his fear is of a more general nature, and here we have an analogy to the anxiety associated with the castration wishes of the girl. He fears that his body will be mutilated and dismembered, and amongst other things castrated. Here we have a direct contribution to the castration complex. In this early period of development the mother who takes away the child’s faeces signifies also a mother who dismembers and castrates him. Not only by means of the anal frustrations which she inflicts does she pave the way for the castration complex: in terms of psychic reality she is also already the castrator. (74)

			

			
				At the same time, there is also an intense fear of the father, whose penis is imagined to be within the womb that the infant wishes to destroy. The boy imagines that the father too will castrate him for his violent desires. The result of this dual anxiety about both parents is ‘the tyranny of a super-ego which devours, dismembers and castrates and is formed from the image of mother and father alike’ (75). 

				For Klein, the Oedipus conflict begins in a period ‘when sadism predominates’. In an essay from 1930, she argues:

				The child expects to find within the mother (a) the father’s penis, (b) excrement and (c) children, and these things it equates with edible substances. According to the child’s earliest phantasies (or ‘sexual theories’) of parental coitus, the father’s penis (or his whole body) becomes incorporated into the mother during the act. Thus the child’s sadistic attacks have for their object both father and mother, who are in phantasy bitten, torn, cut or stamped to bits. The attacks give rise to anxiety lest the subject should be punished by the united parents […].[38]


				Klein considers these ‘anxiety situations’ in the child’s early psychic development to be ‘the most profound and overwhelming’. Whereas other psychoanalysts tended to focus upon later parts of the Oedipus conflict, Klein saw the early, pre-Oedipal phase as vitally important, and argued that the Oedipus conflict started much earlier than was generally recognised.

				The metaphors she uses for this sadistic period are particularly striking in the context of the war narratives with which this essay, too, is almost contemporaneous. ‘In phantasy the excreta are transformed into dangerous weapons: wetting is regarded as cutting, stabbing, burning, drowning, while the faecal mass is equated with weapons and missiles’ (96). These ‘weapons’ are aimed at destroying objects outside the self and are simultaneously perceived as being ‘levelled [by the object] at his own person also’. Thus: ‘The object of the attack becomes a source of danger because the subject fears similar, retaliatory attacks from it.’ (97). This image of reciprocal threats of violence is peculiarly appropriate to the idea and experience of many men who served in the Great War. The soldiers’ narratives (and poems such as Owen’s ‘Strange Meeting’) generate a strong sense of the enemy as someone very like ‘us’ who is engaged in the same kinds of violent actions. The enemy is imagined as outside and different to oneself (not unlike Klein’s image of the destructive parents), but also as the same—linked to the protagonists through a shared experience and fantasy of reciprocal violence and bodily terror, as we see most insistently in Barbusse’s Under Fire.

			

			
				Klein’s early essays depict bodily anxieties which are uncannily similar to those found in the war narratives, and both kinds of writing imagine adulthood (especially manhood) as a state in which the entire body is under threat of punishment, mutilation or death, whether real or imaginary.[39] Klein posits it as a fantasy of the Oedipus phase, while the war writings represent the body under threat as a real possibility and historical fact of the lives of adult men (and, to a lesser extent, women). Furthermore, Klein’s image of the father’s body caught within the mother’s body—both of which the boy imagines he will destroy and which will in turn attack him—is also a vision of the boy’s own future as an adult man and father. Similar images recur throughout the war narratives: claustrophobia, entrapment within the (maternal) land, destruction of the protective land, the sight of men’s bodies destroyed. Psychoanalysis, like the literary works, is struggling during this period to address a trauma which it can hardly articulate, and which is expressed as a vision of violence against the body, whether real or in fantasy.

				


				Like modernist fiction of the 1920s and 1930s, the war narratives are often troubled by the question of how one is placed in relation to the vast, often incomprehensible events of early twentieth-century history. As education, literacy, the popular press, and the franchise begin to reach the entire population, there is much less autonomy than people might have expected—quite the opposite, in fact, when they find themselves powerless in the face of an inexorable ‘war machine’. There is also concern in all these writings as to where the war is located. It is inside or outside; in the world or in your mind; inscribed upon your body or upon the bodies you have seen? Like HD, Kipling and Ford, the soldiers’ and nurses’ narratives worry about how one bears witness to the events of the war, and this anxiety is expressed most powerfully through the sight of the suffering human body, the place in which history and fantasy meet. 
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				4

				Visible differences

				


				Nowhere do history and fantasy meet and clash more strongly than around the figure of the soldier returned from the war. This chapter examines representations of soldiers who come home from the Great War with visible injuries to their bodies. How is this form of physical difference understood in the writings? The First World War was not simply a ‘crisis’ of masculinity; rather, it made visible—and intensified—differences within masculinity in this period. These differences were at once bodily, historical, and imaginary, and they emerge with particular force in the writings of two men who did not go to the war: D. H. Lawrence and William Faulkner.

				The wounded soldier is a visual reminder of the war. His body carries a complex of meanings back into civilian society. Large numbers of men who survived the First World War were injured. Among British soldiers, the rate of injury was more than twice the death toll. The precise figures are still disputed, but approximately 740,000 ritish men died, while more than 1.6 million were wounded.[1] At least 200,000 men were mentally wounded, suffering from war neuroses or shell shock.[2] Some surviving men were injured in horrifying ways, with portions of their faces or bodies missing. Facial injuries, in particular, were highly visible and not easily repaired. The Lancet and the Dental Record published photographs and articles about the medical treatment of injured faces and jaws and analysed improvements in plastic surgery. The large number of new kinds of injuries allowed experimental work to be undertaken, and new techniques were developed.[3]


			

			
				Postwar societies across Europe, the British Empire, and the United States included significant numbers of men who carried permanent traces of the war, visibly, on their bodies. The wounded returned soldier became a spectacle in civilian society—a sight of both fascination and dread. He was a paradox: as a soldier, he represented a powerful social ideal of manhood, yet the act of soldiering had damaged the bodily basis of masculinity, leaving him scarred, mutilated, paralysed, or blinded. But he was not necessarily a ‘feminised’ figure—often quite the opposite. Subjectivity and its relation to physical difference are much more complex than this, as the war writings repeatedly demonstrate. 

				I want to approach the fiction through a brief discussion of Freud’s writing about the relationship between seeing and sexual difference in the 1920s. Psychoanalysis was an important body of thinking about war, on the one hand, and sexual difference, on the other, during and after the First World War. It has also been very influential for more recent thinking about sexual difference, and we need to return to some of its historical roots.[4]


			

			
				Sexual difference: theories of the visible

				It is often argued that psychoanalysis regards sexual difference as a fundamental organising category of identity; indeed, it is what makes identity and language possible in the first place. Sexual difference is predicated upon what is seen, or seen to be absent. For Freud, it is a sight, actual or imagined, which reveals a woman’s ‘castration’ to a child. Instead of a penis, she appears to have ‘nothing’. In ‘Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes’ (1925), Freud’s account of sexual difference focuses on a moment of seeing. A girl will ‘notice the penis of a brother or playmate, strikingly visible and of large proportions’. As a result: ‘She makes her judgement and her decision in a flash. She has seen it and knows that she is without it and wants to have it.’[5] This knowledge will ‘wound’ her narcissism and she will develop, ‘like a scar, a sense of inferiority’. The boy, on the other hand, when he ‘first catches sight of a girl’s genital region’, starts by seeing nothing, or disavowing what he has seen (337, 336). Only later does he realise that this was the sight of woman’s castration; that he really did see ‘nothing’. Freud also discusses the acts of looking and being looked at as sources of infantile sexual pleasure. Scopophilia commonly occurs in children, allowing them to cast other people as ‘sexual objects’.[6] Laura Mulvey has argued that the act of looking often underpins gender relationships in modern cultures, casting woman as lacking and men as whole; woman as image and man as bearer of the look. Yet, as Elizabeth Grosz points out, looking is not and cannot be an inherently gendered activity; Mulvey’s argument has led to some muddled thinking over several decades.[7]


			

			
				What interests me here is the historical context for these debates, especially for Freud’s own writing. Like modernism, Freud’s work is full of references to the First World War which have received surprisingly little attention. In his essay ‘Fetishism’ (1927), for example, Freud draws a direct parallel between the illogical behaviour of the fetishist and the ‘grown man’ who panics ‘when the cry goes up that Throne and Altar are in danger’ and goes off to war or at least supports war.[8] Fetishism is a response to bodily difference. In Freud’s account, the fetishist is a boy who is traumatised by the discovery that woman does not possess a penis. He repudiates what he has seen—‘No, that could not be true: for if a woman had been castrated, then his own possession of a penis was in danger’ (352). The fetishist manages to sustain the fiction that woman has a penis, however, by imagining it in a new form; other objects come to stand in for woman’s missing member. ‘He has retained that belief, but he has also given it up’ (353). Fetishism simultaneously accepts and denies the possibility of different sexual organs in women and men.

				Fear of castration is not unique to the fetishist, as Freud notes a little later in the essay. ‘Probably no male human being is spared the fright of castration at the sight of a female genital’ (354). In this view, masculinity itself is founded on the simultaneous denial and recognition of woman’s genital difference.[9] Representations of femininity, therefore, sometimes strive to represent woman’s body as perfect, hairless, without orifices, to minimise the trauma of the sight of her ‘castration’[10] and its threat to fantasies about masculinity (fantasies which are not specific to men). Yet the very fact of woman’s body being different is what makes this particular notion of masculinity possible in the first place, distinguished by its imaginary wholeness.

				In short, sexual difference is both tenuous and founded on contradictions; as Rose comments, it is a ‘hesitant and imperfect construction’.[11] The presence of large numbers of physically damaged men exposes the tenuous and contradictory nature of this construction. More than this: everyone who sees a seriously injured man is reminded of the possibility of real physical damage—an image which threatens to outweigh the fiction of sexual difference. The presence of the injured soldier raises serious concerns about the social, political, and cultural structures which send men to war. Such a sight is particularly troubling when people begin to question the value and ethics of a particular war, as many did in the 1920s and 1930s. In Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun (1939), the injured soldier, limbless and defaced by the war, wants to put his diminished body on display as an ‘educational exhibit’. ‘People wouldn’t learn much about anatomy from him but they would learn all there was to know about war’ (287). In this context, it is disconcerting to find Freud writing about woman as castrated and scarred in the mid-1920s—a period in which unprecedented numbers of men were literally castrated, mutilated, and scarred, sometimes in ways that everyone could see. Is the very notion of woman as ‘castrated’ a fetishistic response to the traumatic sight of damaged men—a response which simultaneously acknowledges the fact of war injury and displaces the image on to woman?

			

			
				Freud’s work has an obvious relationship with the Great War and its writings, but I also want to look briefly at Lacan’s writing on the gaze, for this has been central to recent thinking about sexual difference. There has been a lot of critical confusion over the idea of the gaze, as Joan Copjec notes, much of it arising from a fundamental misreading of Lacan.[12] The gaze has frequently been read as something masculine, an act which supposedly affirms men’s power. Yet the Lacanian gaze is actually deeply paradoxical, for it is primarily to do with being looked at. ‘What we have to circumscribe’, writes Lacan in his 1964 seminar, ‘The Eye and the Gaze’, ‘[…] is the pre-existence of a gaze—I see from only one point, but in my existence I am looked at from all sides.’ Seeing is less something that I do than an act ‘to which I am subjected’.[13] This runs directly counter to the Freudian idea of scopophilia, which in its active form is primarily an expression of power, casting other people as objects, and in its passive form (exhibitionism) is a source of pleasure. In Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan represents the gaze as a source of anxiety and a sense of powerlessness. The subject is not primarily one who looks, but one who is subject to the gaze of others. Indeed, being seen by others is precisely what constitutes a person as a subject, separate from those others. Above all, ‘we are beings who are looked at’, in the ‘spectacle of the world’. And the spectacle of the world ‘appears to us as all-seeing’.[14] For, as Slavoj Zizek argues, ‘the gaze is always on the side of the object. When I look at an object, the object is always already gazing at me, and from a point at which I cannot see it.’[15] 

			

			
				The sense of objects looking at you emerges from many writings of the First World War. In trench warfare, the enemy is often invisible, hidden from sight. Troops could never be sure when they were being looked at, and they were often under attack from artillery and machine guns which were fired whether or not they were actually within view. Ford Madox Ford remembers a moment at the Somme in which he thinks the ground within his view must contain a million men, all of them hidden from sight. He imagines them ‘moving one against the other and impelled by an invisible moral force into a Hell of fear that surely cannot have had a parallel in this world’.[16] The force which takes the men to war, like the men themselves, cannot be seen—an uncanny idea which reappears in Ford’s own war fiction. Conversely, there were moments in which men thought they were safely hidden, but found themselves in sight of a sniper, as Herbert describes in The Secret Battle (44). At other times, the British soldiers at Gallipoli had the paranoid sense that the Turkish troops could somehow see through the walls of the trenches, and were constantly looking at them. Furthermore, as Paul Virilio points out, soldiers were subject to the impersonal gaze of observation balloons, aerial cameras, and aeroplanes—technologies which changed the shape of modern warfare and affected the ways in which the modern human being is imagined.[17] 

			

			
				The act of looking, then, produces subjectivity via the discovery of sexual difference, and the realisation that one is a separate being, looking at and being looked at by other people. But looking also casts the subject in an anxious, powerless position, under the gaze of people and objects in the world. These anxieties surface with great intensity in the writings of the First World War, especially around representations of the soldier.

				Soldiers in Lawrence

				The war enraged Lawrence and filled him with despair. ‘The war is just hell for me’, he wrote in August 1914. ‘I can’t get away from it for a minute: I live in a sort of coma, like one of those nightmares when you can’t move. I hate it—everything.’[18] ‘I hate and detest the war, it is all wrong, all foolish, all a wicked mistake. Why can’t it end? We none of us want it, surely.’[19] Though he hated the war, Lawrence was fascinated by soldiers, and they turn up in his writings even before the war in The Prussian Officer stories (1914). Many more soldiers appear in his fiction written during and shortly after the war, in Aaron’s Rod (1922), The Fox (1923), Kangaroo (1923), The Captain’s Doll (1923), The Ladybird (1923), and ‘The Border Line’ (1924). In Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928), Mellors and Clifford Chatterley both serve in the Great War, and the gypsy in The Virgin and the Gypsy (1930) has been in the artillery.

				Lawrence’s war stories, many of which were collected in England, My England (1922) include some striking and unusual portraits of soldiers.[20] Where many of his contemporaries (HD, Aldington, Ford, Woolf, Rebecca West) tend to represent soldiers as traumatised or war neurotic, Lawrence’s soldiers are often remarkably serene; indeed, many are less disturbed than his civilian characters. In ‘Wintry Peacock’ (1921), for example, the central woman character prefers a peacock to her strapping soldier-husband (a preference the story finds decidedly neurotic), while he is sturdily untroubled even though he has recently been wounded. Mellors in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, the young man in ‘Hadrian’ (1920), the husband in ‘Samson and Delilah’ (1917), and the gypsy in The Virgin and the Gypsy all seem to suffer no ill effects from their war service. Even Clifford in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, who is ‘shipped over to England’ from Flanders ‘more or less in bits’, makes a remarkable recovery. ‘His hold on life was marvellous. He didn’t die, and the bits seemed to grow together again. For two years he remained in the doctor’s hands. Then he was pronounced a cure, and could return to life again, with the lower half of his body, from the hips down, paralysed for ever’ (5). Despite his disability, the novel insists that he should not become an object of pity. 

			

			
				Having suffered so much, the capacity for suffering had to some extent left him. He remained strange and bright and cheerful, almost, one might say, chirpy, with his ruddy, healthy-looking face, and his pale-blue, challenging bright eyes. His shoulders were broad and strong, his hands were very strong. He was expensively dressed, and wore handsome neckties from Bond Street. (6)

				Later, his injured body is seen as a kind of machine, indistinguishable from the motorised wheelchair to which he is confined. The novel refuses to confront the idea of his pain, but wills it away, as if suffering  came in finite quantities. Clifford can then function as a symbol (mind without body, reason without passion) without demanding too much sympathy from the reader. Above all, he does not seem to be traumatised—nor even slightly bothered—by the war or his injuries. This is quite unusual in writing of the First World War, and is startling to read alongside Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun, in which the reader is never allowed to forget the material effects of damage to a human body.

			

			
				In ‘Monkey Nuts’ (1922), the returned soldier Joe is troubled less by his war experiences than by the ‘straight, light-blue gaze’ of Miss Stokes, a ‘masterful’ land-girl. When Miss Stokes and her unsettling hard looks disappear at the end of the story, Joe feels ‘more relieved even than he had felt when heard the firing cease, after the news had come that the armistice was signed’ (76). A sexually dominant woman who looks too much is here, absurdly, more threatening than the physical violence of the war—something which is remembered as a sound, rather than a sight.[21]


				Lawrence, ‘The Blind Man’

				‘The Blind Man’ was written at the end of 1918 and published 1920 in the English Review.[22] The story begins when Maurice Pervin, blinded and scarred in the face, has been back from the war for about a year. His injuries have an unexpected effect on his marriage, bringing him closer to his wife, Isabel. The two characters live in an intensely private world, about which we are told, but not shown. ‘He was totally blind. Yet they had been very happy.[…] She and he had been almost entirely alone together since he was wounded. They talked and sang and read together in a wonderful and unspeakable intimacy’ (46). Maurice is quite self-contained and content in his blindness; his life is ‘still very full and strangely serene’; ‘peaceful with the almost incomprehensible peace of immediate contact in darkness’. Far from suffering from his injury, Maurice does ‘not even regret the loss of his sight in these times of dark, palpable joy’ (46). Despite this mystical euphoria, the characters are assailed with madness and depression. Isabel wants to ‘possess her husband utterly’, but she also wants to ignore him and luxuriate in her pregnancy. His dark presence is at once ‘a terrible joy to her, and a terrifying burden’ (47). The central characters are constructed around a series of contradictions: they are completely happy and self-contained, yet they suffer from depression and madness. Their relationship is a perfect dyad, yet they are already separated by their unborn child. An acute anxiety occurs at the very level of writing in this text. It moves restlessly from one assertion to another, unable to show the unspeakable, incomprehensible, invisible world the characters inhabit.

			

			
				Into this peculiar scene comes Bertie Reid, Isabel’s old friend and distant cousin, a man quite different from Maurice. Bertie is an ‘intellectual’, ‘quick’, and ‘ironical’ Scot, while Maurice is English, ‘passionate, sensitive’ with a slow mind, ‘as if drugged by the strong provincial blood that beat in his veins’ (48). The characters are determined by their origins, nation, and blood, not by historical contingency, such as war. And unlike Faulkner in Soldiers’ Pay (discussed below), Lawrence represents his returned soldier as completely untroubled by his injury. Indeed, Maurice’s blindness, though at times explicitly represented as a symbol of castration, actually empowers him. It plunges him into a ‘dark, palpable joy’ in which his wife becomes pregnant and put him more deeply in touch with his Englishness and the English land he owns.

				On the evening of Bertie’s arrival, Isabel sets out to call Maurice in from work on the farm. It is a stormy November day, and she eventually finds him working in the stable, in the dark. Darkness has become Maurice’s element, and it makes Isabel irrationally afraid (51). Looking into the stable, she can see nothing but darkness. She can hear the horses, ‘terrifyingly near to her, in the invisible’ (52). Darkness is here associated with a mysterious, masculine sexuality (‘a strange whirl of violent life’), which makes her feel wild, giddy, almost desperate. She is particularly troubled by the fact she cannot see her husband (52). In ‘The Thimble’ (1917) the soldier’s wife is acutely aware of the ‘visual image’ of her absent husband, but realises she knows nothing about him. Later, when he returns from the war with his mouth disfigured and scarred, she is ‘obsessed’ by the sight of his disfigurement, as if it were ‘photographed upon her mind’ (196). Many of Lawrence’s stories advise women to stop looking, as Linda Williams points out, even as they share a woman’s gaze. 

			

			
				‘The Blind Man’ inverts the familiar scopic basis of sexual difference. Instead of the man looking at the woman, fascinated and afraid of her as a symbol of difference, ‘The Blind Man’ sets up the man, blinded and a walking symbol of castration, as the object of the woman’s gaze. This position ought to make her powerful, but it has quite the opposite effect. Linda Williams argues that her weakness is located precisely in the fact that she can see (34). Yet the relationship between sex and looking, darkness and power is by no means stable. The story claims to have discovered a form of absolute knowledge in blind ‘blood-consciousness’, yet it also shows that such power is neither complete nor unchanging. Like much of Lawrence’s writing of this period, ‘The Blind Man’ issues a number of uncompromising but contradictory statements which cannot be resolved.

				As the characters leave the stable, Isabel ‘longed to see him, to look at him’. And although he is invisible, the narrative tells us what he looks like, as they walk through the darkness:

				He walked erect, with face rather lifted, but with a curious tentative movement of his powerful, muscular legs. She could feel [but not see] the clever, careful, strong contact of his feet with the earth, as she balanced against him. For a moment he was a tower of darkness to her, as if he rose out of the earth. (53)

				He is part of the land, like a tree; he is also a kind of erect penis—a ‘tower of darkness’—a vision imagined, but not seen, by the woman. To discover a phallic symbol in Lawrence might seem rather clichéd, but it is worth asking how this image is working historically. Lawrence’s injured soldier is erect, virile, and powerful, and will stand in defiant (even perverse) opposition to representations of war-injured men in the following two decades.

				Maurice’s blindness intensifies his relationship with nature, and puts him into ‘blood-contact’ with the entire world, including the objects within the house. He wants ‘no intervention of visual consciousness’. ‘He did not try to remember, to visualize. He did not want to’ (54), for he has found a richer kind of consciousness—what Mark Spilka calls ‘the famous “phallic” or bodily form of consciousness’[23]—located somewhere beyond the scopic structure of sexual difference. Perhaps this is what creates the ‘unspeakable intimacy’ with Isabel: her ‘castration’ is no longer visible to him; the sight of her body is no longer a threat. Maurice’s masculinity has no need to be fetishistic and he turns into a superman, stalking through the landscape like a mobile penis, strikingly visible and of large proportions. Far from making him suffer, his war injury is a source of deep insight, virility, and joy. Yet some problems remain. What does Maurice want? This question occupies the second part of the story, and is explored through the contrasting figures of Maurice and Bertie, returned soldier and civilian, figures occupying quite different positions within the understanding of masculinity during the First World War.

			

			
				


				Towards the end of the story, Maurice and Bertie confront one another, apparently as rivals for Isabel’s affection (61). But Isabel is simply a means by which the men can connect across the horrible sight of Maurice’s difference, which Maurice himself is unable to visualise:

				‘I say,’ he said, secretly struggling, ‘is my face much disfigured? Do you mind telling me? 

				‘There is the scar,’ said Bertie, wondering. ‘Yes, it is a disfigurement. But more pitiable than shocking.’

				‘A pretty bad scar, though,’ said Maurice.

				‘Oh, yes.’

				There was a pause.

				‘Sometimes I feel I am horrible,’ said Maurice in a low voice, talking as if to himself. And Bertie actually felt a quiver of horror.

				‘That’s nonsense,’ he said.

				Maurice then shifts attention away from his own body to Bertie’s, away from the act of looking. ‘I don’t really know you, do I?’ he says, in an ‘odd tone’.

				‘Probably not,’ said Bertie.

				‘Do you mind if I touch you?’

				The lawyer shrank away instinctively. And yet, out of very philanthropy, he said, in a small voice: ‘Not at all.’

			

			
				But he suffered as the blind man stretched out a strong, naked hand to him. Maurice accidently knocked off Bertie’s hat.

				‘I thought you were taller,’ he said, starting. Then he laid his hand on Bertie Reid’s head, closing the dome of the skull in a soft, firm grasp, gathering it, as it were; then, shifting his grasp and softly closing again, with a fine, close pressure, till he had covered the skull and the face of the smaller man, tracing the brows, and touching the full, closed eyes, touching the small nose and the nostrils, the rough, short, moustache, the mouth, the rather strong chin. The hand of the blind man grasped the shoulder, the arm, the hand of the other man. He seemed to take him, in the soft, travelling grasp.

				‘You seem young,’ he said quietly, at last. (61–2)

				This is a curiously erotic moment, full of a suppressed, static violence. Maurice’s ‘naked’ hand enfolds Bertie’s head, ‘gathering’ it as if it were malleable material, or as if he were a baby, his head as yet unformed. Bertie is paralysed by the intimacy of the encounter; he is ‘almost annihilated, unable to answer’. But things get worse.

				‘Your head seems tender, as if you were young,’ Maurice repeated. ‘So do your hands. Touch my eyes, will you?—touch my scar.’

				Now Bertie quivered with revulsion. Yet he was under the power of the blind man, as if hypnotised. He lifted his hand, and laid the fingers on the scar, on the scarred eyes. Maurice suddenly covered them with his own hand, pressed the fingers of the other man upon his disfigured eye-sockets, trembling in every fibre, and rocking slightly, slowly, from side to side. He remained thus for a minute or more, whilst Bertie stood as if in a swoon, unconscious, imprisoned.

				At this point we realise that Maurice is not simply blind, but has lost his eyes altogether. This revolts Bertie, but also fascinates him. Touching the scarred face, he falls into a ‘swoon’, like the heroine of a novelette. Lawrence relentlessly shifts the basis of power away from the visual as the blinded soldier asserts his power over the sighted man. This leaves Bertie terrified, ‘lest the other man should suddenly destroy him’. The story concludes with Maurice elated and erect, ‘like a strange colossus’, and Bertie ‘haggard, with sunken eyes’, his face now faintly resembling Maurice’s disfigurement. Bertie is ‘like a mollusc whose shell is broken’: an image which suggests that he has been crushed—or perhaps seduced and penetrated, or even raped—by the soldier.

			

			
				The story is powerfully homoerotic, yet at the same time it tries to suppress its own queer interests by leaving Bertie flattened and miserable. Maurice’s symbolic violence towards Bertie is a highly pleasurable moment for the text. It expresses sadistic enjoyment in destroying the kind of man Lawrence despised as intellectual and sexless (such as Bertrand Russell, who might be the model for Bertie).[24] But some of the pleasure comes from the opposite direction, through a masochistic identification with Bertie. Bertie might think he hates the encounter, but the text finds his humiliation intensely erotic. Lawrence uses the idea of war injury to transform the terror of castration, blindness, or any other kind of physical damage into a source of power. This is perhaps what makes his war writing compelling and even oddly comforting, yet also elusive and troubling. The historical experience of the war is simultaneously present and absent in his work, transformed into erotic fantasies which both confront and efface the damaged bodies it produced.

				‘The Blind Man’ also expresses some of the fantasies which animate the relationships between combatant and non-combatant men in Lawrence’s writings of the First World War. The story articulates a powerful erotic interest, both sadistic and masochistic, in the body of the soldier. This interest is present in many other writings of the period, but what makes Lawrence unusual, as I have suggested, is the absence of trauma in his writings. Like a number of other writers, Lawrence finds that the war makes it possible to imagine sexual difference—visible difference—in new ways. The differences within ‘masculinity’ become more important, more troubling, and in some ways more fascinating that the differences between women and men.

			

			
				Faulkner, Soldiers’ Pay


				Faulkner occupies a curious position as a writer of the First World War, having been both a civilian and a member of the armed forces, but not a combatant. In 1918, he joined the RAF, using forged papers and an acquired accent to persuade the authorities he was English, and left Mississippi for Toronto, to train as a pilot.[25] The war ended not long after he started his training, and there is some doubt as to whether he ever flew an aeroplane at all. He wrote to his brothers, however, that he had celebrated the armistice by taking a plane and a crock of bourbon, getting drunk, executing elaborate tricks with the plane, then crashing into a hangar and injuring his leg. He returned home with a limp and ‘numerous versions’ of the story of his crash.[26] Later, when he was in New Orleans, he again affected a limp and also claimed to have a metal plate in his skull. Frederick Karl notes that these phantom injuries ‘precisely duplicated [his brother] Jack’s real wounds of a knee and skull injury’.[27] The facts about Faulkner’s war service (or lack of it) were not widely known until after his death. Stories circulated until 1945 that he had been injured at the front; even now there is some uncertainty about his activities in the RAF.

				Soldiers’ Pay was written in New Orleans in 1925, when Faulkner’s fictional injuries were at their worst. It traces the return of an American serviceman to civilian society and was reviewed as a war novel when it first appeared—in the United States in 1926 and in Britain in 1930, at the height of the war-fiction boom.[28] Arnold Bennett, writing in the Evening Standard, commented: ‘Soldiers’ Pay is labelled “Not a war-book.” I call it a war book. Its chief male characters are returned soldiers, and the whole story hinges on a terribly scarred aviator, who dies of war.”[29] Reviewers often mentioned that Faulkner himself had supposedly been injured in war service. 

			

			
				Soldiers’ Pay is set in Georgia, far from the war zones, in 1919.[30] The book is organised around the return and death of Donald Mahon, wounded, disfigured, and deeply traumatised by his experiences as a pilot in France. His war neurosis makes him extremely passive, almost to the point of paralysis. ‘It’s his apathy, his detachment, that’s so terrible’, comments Margaret Powers. ‘He doesn’t seem to care where he is nor what he does’ (97). The other characters speak of him as a child, but they treat him as an inanimate object, over which they struggle for possession. Donald’s return is a double shock for his father and friends, for they believe him to be dead. News of his return brings him back to life, but his severe disability renders him dead again; at first in a metaphorical sense, then literally, when he suddenly remembers his accident and dies sitting in the garden of his father’s house (243–5). As he dies, he silently summons his father, who immediately runs to him. For the first time, Donald is remembering, or dreaming, the fire which brought down his plane. The scene uncannily echoes a story discussed by Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), in which a father dreams about his dead son calling: ‘Father, can’t you see I’m burning?’ Faulkner was reading Freud in 1925, when he wrote Soldiers’ Pay.[31]


				Faulkner also tries to place the returned soldier in relation to domestic political struggles, including the growing pressure for black emancipation and the imminent re-emergence of the Klu Klux Klan (233). The war experience of African-American soldiers is barely mentioned in Soldiers’ Pay, but in Faulkner’s third novel, Sartoris (1929) the returned black soldiers find the war inspiring in their struggle for equal rights.[32] Caspey, a returned soldier, explains:

			

			
				I don’t take nothn’ fum no white folks no mo’. War done changed all that. If us cullud folks is good enough ter save France from de Germans, den us is good enough ter have de same rights de Germans is. French folks thinks so, anyhow, and ef America don’t, dey’s ways of learnin’ ’um. Yes, suh, it wuz de cullud soldier saved France and America bofe. […] War unloosed de black man’s mouf. […] Give him de right to talk. (45–6)

				Like Evelyn Waugh’s Decline and Fall (published two years later), Soldiers’ Pay worries about the virility of white men after the war and suspects that power is shifting towards (or being claimed by) other groups within society.

				Disfigured, blind, and passive, Donald is a blank space at the centre of the narrative on to which the other characters project their fears and desires. This has irritated some critics, who see the passive central character as a failure in narrative technique.[33] But the narrative difficulties are precisely what makes the book interesting, as they struggle to express cultural anxieties about severely injured soldiers returning from the war. Donald’s passivity is particularly striking in a work set in the spring of 1919—a period in which returned soldiers were rioting and fighting with civilians in New York, Washington, St Louis, and elsewhere in the United States, as well as in Britain.[34] He occupies two contradictory positions in the novel—a spectacle and a blank space—both of which have been associated with ‘femininity’ in narrative. But the returned serviceman is not simply a feminised man. His function is more complex than this; as wounded combatant, bearing a shocking symbol of castration across his eyes, he represents the central contradictions underlying ideas about masculinity immediately after the war. This is one of the first meanings allocated to him in the book, through the figure of Cadet Lowe, the first character to appear in the novel.

			

			
				Julian Lowe, a cadet in a flying squadron, is returning home on a train, disappointed that ‘they had stopped the war on him’ before he had a chance to participate (7). Donald is also on the train, and his injured body becomes a focus for Lowe’s anxiety about his status as a non-combatant man. ‘Had I been old enough or lucky enough, this might have been me,’ he thinks ‘jealously’ when he first sees Donald’s scarred face and flying insignia (22). Sharing a hotel room with Donald that night, Lowe meditates drunkenly on his own body and its functions. ‘In the other bed the man slept with his terrible face. (I am Julian Lowe, I eat, I digest, evacuate: I have flown. This man … this man here, sleeping beneath his scar. … Where do we touch?)’ (38). The two men’s bodies are differentiated in terms as profound as sexual difference, through the image of Donald’s scar, which is here imagined as separate from his body. The scar becomes a shifting signifier, a sign of difference which both is and is not part of his body, and renders him simultaneously more ‘masculine’ and more ‘castrated’ than the man who watches him. 

				Donald’s wound is never described to the reader, but remains both glaringly obvious and unimaginable, visible and invisible—uncanny. ‘Where do we touch?’ wonders Lowe. How can the difference between combatant and non-combatant be mediated? It can’t, and Cadet Lowe yearns to occupy the other man’s body and identity.

				To have been him! he moaned. Just to be him. Let him take this sound body of mine! Let him take it. To have got wings on my breast, to have wings; and to have got his scar, too, I would take death tomorrow. […] To be him, to have gotten wings, but to have got his scar too! Cadet Lowe turned to the wall with passionate disappointment like a gnawing fox at his vitals. (38)

				Like Manning in The Middle Parts of Fortune, Faulkner imagines men at war in terms of religious ecstasy and martyrdom. But the language also hints that Lowe want to be ‘taken’ sexually, by the injured soldier. Donald is at once the object of Lowe’s desire and the means by which Lowe expresses a desire to be an object. Lowe’s homoeroticism is both contained and inflamed by the introduction of a heterosexual narrative, with Donald cast as rival for Margaret Powers’ sexual interest. ‘“Margaret,”’ says Lowe, ‘“Are you in love with him?” (Knowing that if he were a woman, he would be.)’ (43) But as a man, Lowe is far more fascinated by and in love with Donald than any woman in the novel could be.

			

			
				Back in Georgia, Donald’s wounded body is a remnant, a trace, of a distant European war. Soldiers’ Pay traces the processes whereby the anxieties generated by the presence of the wounded, war-neurotic soldier are brought under control, and his body finally removed from civilian society. Or, as a contemporary British reviewer put it, invoking an anthropological ritual: ‘Soldier’s pay is injustice; can hardly be anything else, for is not the soldier the scape-goat for our sins, and why should the scape-goat come shambling home out of the wilderness whither he was despatched to die?’[35]


				Blind and disfigured, Donald becomes a spectacle for his father and friends at home, but they all see something different, according to their interests. His father refuses at first to acknowledge Donald’s illness and insists he is getting better (when in fact he is getting worse, 96–7). Later, when he is planning Donald’s wedding, he sees his living son as dead. The civilian transition from son to husband, boy to man—already disrupted by Donald’s war experiences—displaces the last of the father’s optimistic delusions about his son’s health, and replaces it with a new misrecognition: ‘(This was Donald, my son. He is dead.)’ (212–13) Donald’s pre-war fiancée Cecily can only see his scar—a shocking new form of physical difference which she cannot bear to see (unlike Lawrence’s women, who stare with great interest at the male characters’ injuries).

				Cecily’s younger brother Robert is deeply fascinated by the sight of Donald’s scarred face. He is a young boy, still at school; the soldier’s wounded body shapes the meaning of masculinity for his generation (many of whom would go on to serve in the next war). The little boys come to gawk at the dying soldier, while Gilligan, another returned soldier, tries to protect him from their prurient gazes:

			

			
				‘Beat it, now,’ [Gilligan] repeated to young Robert Saunders, who, with sundry contemporaries to whom he had promised something good in the way of damaged soldiers, had called.

				‘He’s going to marry my sister. I’d like to know why I can’t see him,’ young Robert protested. He was in the uncomfortable position of one who has inveigled his friends into a gold mine and then cannot produce the mine. They jeered at him and he justified his position hotly, appealing to Gilligan. (124)

				‘Show’s over,’ Gilligan tells the boys, and complains to Margaret Powers about ‘these damn folks in and out of here all day long, staring at him’ (124). For the boys, the injured soldier is a spectacle, a fascinating sight of disfigurement and suffering, but also of manhood and their own possible futures. For Robert, he is also a commodity; a gold mine. Shortly before this scene, the same sight inspires Robert’s father to express unusual tenderness towards his son. And Robert (who has been trying to see Donald, at this stage unsuccessfully), recognises precisely where the embrace is coming from:

				‘Did you see his scar, daddy? Did you see his scar?’

				The man stared at this troublesome small miniature of himself, and then he knelt suddenly, taking his son into his arms, holding him close.

				‘You seen his scar,’ young Robert Saunders accused, trying to release himself as the rain galloped over them, through the trees. (99)

				Soldiers’ Pay traces the processes whereby the returned soldier’s presence is shorn of its destabilising effect on civilian structures of sexual difference, even though these structures are changing anyway. When the characters attend a dance, for example, the soldiers find themselves relegated to the edges of this social ritual. They talk loudly among themselves,

				drowning the intimation of dancers they could not emulate, of girls who had once waited upon their favours and who now ignored them—the hang-over of warfare in a society tired of warfare. Puzzled and lost, poor devils. Once Society drank war, brought them into manhood with a cultivated taste for war; but now Society seemed to have found something else for a beverage […] (165)

			

			
				Warfare is something which men have to learn: a ‘cultivated taste’ which is now out of fashion. It defined their manhood two years earlier (in 1917, when the United States entered the war); now, the meaning of masculinity has changed. The spring of 1919 is the ‘day of the Boy, of him who had been too young for soldiering’.

				For two years he had had a dry time of it. Of course, girls used him during the scarcity of men, but always in such a detached impersonal manner. Like committing fornication with a beautiful woman who chews gum all the while. O Uniform, O Vanity. They had used him but when a uniform showed up he got the air. (156)

				Now, the returned soldiers cannot dance; some of them cannot even walk. Women have lost interest in them in preference for the ‘Boy’. To complicate matters, there are ‘Boys of both sexes’ (158) in this ‘day of the Boy, male and female’ (163). (In Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Connie is too womanly to conform to the fashion for boyish women. Both Lawrence and Faulkner seem to disapprove of these androgynous figures.) Like Lawrence’s war stories, Soldier’s Pay is troubled by these historical shifts in sexual difference and its intersection with other relationships, such as age, race, or class. But where Lawrence tries to turn the trauma of war into an opportunity for denying or transcending the idea of castration, Faulkner’s novel is thrown into a state of deep anxiety which cannot be resolved.

				With the exception of Margaret Powers, Faulkner’s civilian women refuse to imagine the war. Margaret is a young woman whose husband of a few days was killed in the war, leaving her with war-neurotic dreams and fantasies of his decomposing body, ‘seething’ with worms, ‘like new milk’ (37). She imagines him as a skeleton, his mouth ‘hard and shaped as bone’—a figure of Death itself, rendered ironic through the reader’s knowledge that his head has been blown off (149), a death far messier than Margaret’s fantasy. This is set against the image of Margaret’s living, red mouth, which is repeatedly seen by the other characters as a scar (27, 34, 35, 167, 232; similarly, in Barbusse’s Under Fire, a woman’s mouth is perceived as a wound). Like Aldington in Death of a Hero, Faulkner satirises his women characters as trivial, cruel, sexually exploitative, indifferent to the soldier’s suffering while struggling among themselves for possession of his body. When Margaret Powers first meets Cecily:

			

			
				There was that subtle effluvia of antagonism found inevitably in a room where two young ‘pretty’ women are, and they sat examining each other with narrow care. […] Cecily, never having been engaged in an unselfconscious action of any kind and being among people whom she knew, examined the other closely with that attribute women have for gaining correct instinctive impressions of another’s character, clothes, morals, etc. (67)

				Sexual rivalry is one of the few relationships posited between women in Soldiers’ Pay, and it is central to the plot. Cecily is engaged to Donald, but does not love him; Margaret is in love with him and will marry him, shortly before he dies. He is the object of their struggle to attain the feminine prize of wifehood; he has no say in the matter as his will and desire have been destroyed by the war. 

				Soldiers’ Pay returns obsessively to the sight of the women: their clothes, their beauty, their ugliness (especially if they are old), their bodies, their clothes. What effect does this have? Woman as unpredictable, vain, and duplicitous—traditional satiric themes—provides a reassuring, familiar background to the text’s central anxieties: masculinity and war—or rather civilian masculinity in a post-war society remote from the place and meaning of the war itself. Yet the traditional satiric view is found to be inadequate to the historical moment, and becomes a further symptom of the novel’s anxiety about bodily differences produced by the war.

				


				Both ‘The Blind Man’ and Soldiers’ Pay are deeply troubled by the war’s effect on vulnerable male bodies. With their symbols of castration inscribed on the central characters’ faces, these are stories about men’s worst nightmares being rendered visible. For the male body is not only threatened by the terrifying fiction of castration, but by the historical reality of the war. But the works are not saying the same thing. In ‘The Blind Man’, the idea of male castration is externalised in order to be denied. The injured soldier is rendered as aggressively whole, and ends the story as a colossus, able to crush the uninjured civilian man. Lawrence’s blind man, unable to see the others seeing him, is blithely unaware of their gaze and thereby empowered. Blindness becomes a way of circumventing the fear of bodily damage whilst appearing to confront it. Soldiers’ Pay does the opposite. Faulkner’s blind man is so traumatised by the war that he ceases to be a subject altogether and can do nothing except die. In both cases, the injured man is intensely under the gaze of other characters but with different consequences: one becomes a super-subject; the other loses subjectivity altogether.

			

			
				Most striking, however, are the ways in which these writings unsettle the very idea of sexual difference as the source of all human subjectivity.[36] As I argued at the beginning of this chapter, much of the psychoanalytic basis for current theories of sexual difference dates from this period. The distressing presence of war-injured men surely challenges the idea of woman’s body as the basis of all significant difference. Contemporary feminist and psychoanalytic theories pay surprisingly little attention to the fictions, fantasies, and historical experiences of war. Yet they have had a profound influence upon the ways in which modern societies live, and how we imagine ourselves.
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				War and politics

				



			

	






			

			
				


				5

				The tank and the manufacture of consent

				


				In May Sinclair’s The Tree of Heaven (1917), a young man named Nicholas has a ‘big Idea’: a ‘Moving Fortress’ which will transform the shape of modern warfare. The idea is with him all day at work, ‘hovering like a formless spiritual presence […]. But in the evenings it took shape and sound. It arose and moved, after its fashion, as he had conceived it, beautiful, monstrous, terrible.’ Nicholas is trying to invent the tank, a new weapon of war which was developed in Britain and first used in battle in September 1916. The tank was an idea whose time had come, and May Sinclair’s character is one of many real and fictional people who believed they had contributed to its invention.[1]
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					Plate 1. An early tank at the front.

					Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London. 

					Crown copyright


				

			

			
				Literary and cultural history of the First World War has traditionally shown little interest in the development of military technology. But culture is made up of objects as well as of writings, and military objects sometimes occupied an important place in the social and intellectual context in which writers such as Woolf, Ford, Lawrence, and HD lived and worked. All the writers discussed in this book would have been aware of the tank; indeed, many of them would have seen one first-hand, as I will discuss shortly. The tank was an imaginative as well as a physical presence, and it turns up in fiction, poetry, and newspapers, as well as in military histories and propaganda. In military terms, the success of the first tanks was at best doubtful. But their cultural significance was immense, especially among civilians. If the tank won the war, as its champions claimed, it did so through the mobilisation of fantasy rather than on the battlefield. This is turn raised serious questions about agency, citizenship, and democracy during the war and is an important context for reading the literature which followed.

				


				‘For some time past’, wrote John Gould Fletcher in 1918, ‘various people have been clamouring for a new religion, without seeing that a new one was being born under their noses.’ The new religion has been created in the newspapers, and its god, says Fletcher, is the tank. The tank ‘has seized upon our imaginations’: ‘Writers continually hymn for us His virtues. Short stories, sonnets are dedicated to Him. His picture appears everywhere in our papers. Artists paint Him as he appears upon the battlefield, and inventive children experiment with model Tanks of wood and cardboard.’[2] The military and technical history of the tank has been well documented; much less is known about its cultural significance, especially among civilians.[3] How did this new weapon alter the ways in which Britain imagined itself, its citizens, and its relationship to the war? The tank was one of the few innovations in which Britain was more successful than Germany; this alone gave it considerable ideological force.[4]


			

			
				The tank was developed to answer a serious military problem: to break the deadlock on the western front. Not long after the war began, the western front became paralysed. Two powerful armies faced one another in trenches which extended from the Belgian coast to the Swiss alps—a distance of nearly 500 miles. Each side was equipped with machine guns and artillery and was separated from the other by impenetrable barbed wire. Neither side could advance. Unprotected troops trying to struggle through the barbed wire were mowed down by machine guns and artillery fire. The war settled into the terrible stalemate of 1915, followed by the failed pushes of 1916. The killing continued, but the war itself was immobilised. To break the deadlock, some kind of armoured vehicle was needed to break through or crush the barbed wire, knock out the enemy’s gun emplacements, and allow the infantry to advance—to transform stasis into movement. This need was answered by the tank. Its champions envisaged hundreds of technically efficient tanks launched in a sector of hard ground. The tank was Britain’s secret weapon, and would, it was hoped, overwhelm the Germans with surprise and terror as well as technical mastery.

				By the late summer of 1916, the high command was desperate for a success at the Somme, following the hundreds of thousands of deaths since July of that year. After intense political struggles within British military circles, tanks were brought into action in September 1916—about six months before they were ready—at one of the wettest, muddiest sectors of the front.[5] By this date, only sixty machines had been manufactured. Transporting them to the front was a huge undertaking, and many of the crews were exhausted before they reached battle. Several tanks were damaged in transit; others broke down on their way to the starting-line. Several more became bogged or broke down, and only eighteen actually took part in the assault.[6] The tank crews were bitterly disappointed; the other troops were sceptical.[7] But hardly anyone actually saw this failure, and it was reported in the newspapers as a remarkable success.

			

			
				The newspapers were one of the most important sources of propaganda in the Great War, as many historians have documented (and see chapter 2 above). It was through the newspapers, too, that civilians’ fantasmatic relationship to the war was mobilised—and to some extent produced. When the first tanks went into battle, the Daily Mail announced a success for ‘our glorious infantry, airmen, and gunners, and […] the wonderful new armoured “tanks”’, and gave a prominent place to a long report by its correspondent, Beach Thomas:

				The sun rose to-day on a British success and a German defeat. It set on an enhanced victory and a greater rout. [...] We are advancing still, and the enemy still retreating. 

				[…] Soon after six the spasmodic barking of the cannonade (now normal in spite of its intensity) gave place to a ‘kettle-drum bombardment’. The ‘fun’ was ‘fast and furious’, and two minutes after the orchestra opened our men leaped from their trenches. They were not unaccompanied. In spite of the harvest moon we had brought up a certain number of armoured cars which the moonlight transformed into fantastic monsters. ‘Autos blindés’ is the French term. They looked like blind creatures emerging from the primeval slime. To watch one crawling round a battered wood in the half-light was to think of ‘the Jabberwock with eyes of flame’ who

				Came whiffling through the tulgey wood

				And burbled as it came.

				[… The] enemy ill-distinguished these iron monsters, which in truth amused our men rather than encouraged them. They were a jest, cheering hearts, possibly faithful creatures, but no rival to the bayonet.

			

			
				[…] With ludicrous serenity they wobbled across the gridiron fields and shook themselves as if the bullets were flies that bit just deep enough to deserve a flick. […]

				Munchausen never approached the stories imagined for them by soldiers. But their pet name is ‘tanks’, and they were chiefly regarded as a practical joke. Whales, Boojums, Dreadnoughts, slugs, snarks—never were creatures that so tempted the gift of nick-naming. They were said to live in trees and houses and jump like grasshoppers or kangaroos.[8]


				The propagandistic quality of the writing seems obvious: the use of ‘we’ and ‘our’, the excess of praise (‘our glorious infantry’, etc.), the duplicitous suggestion that the slow-moving tanks were ‘said’ (supposedly by soldiers) to ‘jump like grasshoppers or kangaroos’, when they were much more likely to be stuck in the mud. More striking, however, are the metaphors which place the tank simultaneously in a tradition of literary fantasy (Jabberwocky, Munchausen) and somewhere in prehistory. These images appear in a great many newspaper accounts, as well as in tank histories, memoirs, literary works, and even official military communications. The Times, for example, describing the same battle, imagines the tanks as ‘unearthly monsters, cased in steel, spitting fire’. ‘It was as incredible as a nightmare of one of Jules Verne’s most fantastic imaginings’, it claims, going on to liken the tanks to toad-salamanders, echidna-dragons, mammoths, Leviathan, and various other mythical and ancient beasts.[9] For Punch, the tank is a dragon, mounted by St George. Mitchell’s tank history remembers the first tanks as ‘uncanny brutes emerged from some dim prehistoric age’, while tank driver Jenkin writes of a tank wallowing ‘like some gigantic hippopotamus puffing and bellowing through a reedy swamp’. For Mary Borden, the tanks are ‘things of iron’ crawling on the earth’s naked body, ‘obscene crabs, armoured toads, big as houses’. Ford Madox Ford calls them ‘ugly senseless armadillos’ which move like ‘slow rats […] snouting crumbs of garbage’.[10]


			

			
				Almost all the early tank writings compare the machine to some kind of dinosaur emerging out of the primeval mud. As Gertrude Stein remarks, ‘war makes things go backward as well as forward’;[11] the most advanced weapon of 1916 takes civilisation into a new phase of modern technology at the same time as plunging it back into prehistory—an image both terrifying and pleasurable. It is sometimes argued that the Great War damaged belief in evolution,[12] but the war’s cultural resonances are actually more complex than this. With the tank, especially, evolution begins to run backwards and forwards, simultaneously—a vertiginous notion which informs a number of modernist writings, from Ford’s Parade’s End (1924-28) to Woolf’s Between the Acts (1941).

				The first tanks also generate a peculiar kind of laughter, as The Times correspondent suggests:

				I watched the great things manoeuvre about the field, grotesque and unspeakable; and at each new antic which they performed, each new capacity which they developed, one could do nothing but sit down and laugh until one’s sides ached. Were they only a preposterous joke or were they a serious contribution to modern warfare?[13]


				Similarly, the Southern Daily Echo reports: ‘It makes you roar with laughter to see one of them slide up to a house, go slick-bang through the walls, and come out the other side without a scratch, leaving the house, of course, just a pile of bricks and mortar’.[14] Many of the reports present the tank as comical, ‘a preposterous joke’, which is said to terrify the Germans and make the British laugh uncontrollably. What is the significance of this laughter? In Bergson’s famous definition, laughter is produced by ‘something mechanical encrusted on the living’.[15] This seems appropriate for the tank, a machine which looks like a ‘self-propelling mammoth’, ‘half battleship, half caterpillar’.[16] But Bergson also points out that laughter is ‘above all, a corrective’; it ‘intends to humiliate’. Laughter, in other words, has a political function; it helps a society to define itself and its borders, and to regulate behaviour.[17] For Bergson: ‘Laughter must answer to certain requirements of life in common. It must have a social signification’ (8). This was particularly important in the last two years of the war, which produced new demands on the population, and required that they consent, and keep on consenting, to the slaughter.

			

			
				Very few people saw the tanks in battle, yet almost everyone in Britain knew what they looked like. As Mrs Humphry Ward remarked in 1917, ‘London is full of tanks, of course—on the films.’[18] Tank films were extremely popular, reaching an audience of perhaps 20 million people, and tanks made cameo appearances in various other war films.[19] An exhibition in London in March 1918 claimed to include the world’s largest photograph—23 foot 6 inches by 17 foot—of tanks on the western front.[20] Many other representations appeared, including an ‘exclusive’ tank toy for Christmas from Selfridge’s.[21] Tanks were used in advertising for headache pills: ‘BATTLE HEADACHE. How the TANK men cure it.’[22] There were tank pleasure rides, tank handbags, tank teapots, tank money-boxes, paper napkins decorated with pictures of the Royal Family and tanks. Small china models of tanks were produced: these were about six inches long, and often decorated with a small picture—of Peterborough Cathedral, for example.[23] Often witty or parodic, these strange, uncanny objects projected the tank right into the heart of civilian culture.

			

			
				As well as being surrounded by representations of the tank, a surprising number of civilians saw tanks first hand, at close quarters, in Britain, in one of the more surreal campaigns of the war. This campaign can be traced through the newspaper reports in the spring of 1918.

				Tank banks

				On Friday 1 March 1918, the British newspapers reported a new drive to raise money for the war. The campaign was announced in mock-military terms: ‘Business men all over the country are closing their ranks for next week’s great offensive to raise One Hundred Millions in National War Bonds and War Savings Certificates.’[24] The ‘great offensive’ was Business Men’s Week, which aimed to persuade businesses to invest their entire week’s takings in national war bonds.[25] The preliminary responses were promising, as companies jostled to pledge their week’s income, and more, to the cause: Selfridge’s promised £50,000; Harrod’s £75,000; Ellerman Lines £1 million.[26] Business Men’s Week was the highlight of an intensive campaign to sell war bonds which aimed to raise an average of £25 million per week, every week, for about a year.[27]


			

			
				Readers were encouraged to buy their war bonds from a tank, parked for the week in Trafalgar Square. The Times explained:

				A military pigeon post is being arranged to convey investors’ cheques to the Tank in Trafalgar-square. Special baskets of pigeons in charge of soldiers will be on view in the Square. Those who wish to invest amounts over a certain sum can be supplied with a pigeon which will be taken by a soldier to their homes, where the cheque or application for bonds can be inserted in the small metal holder on the leg of the bird, which will then fly with it to the Tank in Trafalgar-square. The pigeons will not accept cheques from outside the Greater London area.

				It adds that ‘A special telephone exchange is being installed to serve the six Tanks in the London area’. Anyone who was interested simply had to dial ‘Tanks, London’.[28]


				All over the country, fund-raising targets were set according to the population of each centre. Large cities such as Birmingham and Liverpool promised to raise £2.5 million each, enough to pay for a super-dreadnought, while a tiny Welsh village hoped to raise enough to buy one aeroplane.[29] The logic of this method of selling war bonds was explained in an advertisement in the Daily Express.

				


			

			
				In the good old days the State demanded arms and ships.

				To-day, You are only asked to lend the money to buy them. 

				Until recent times the provision of ships and armour for the defence of the country was nearly always the duty of the various towns, villages and individuals. 

				The revival of England’s glory.

				[…] ‘Lend your money’ says the State ‘and arms and ships will be provided’.[30]


				Readers were urged to buy as many bonds as possible, to ‘help your own city, town or district to carry out the task allotted to it’.[31] The advertisements constructs its readers, somewhat reluctantly as free citizens rather than feudal subjects, but they were citizens under pressure to renew their consent to the war and to express that support visibly, in public.

				The first day of Business Men’s Week was very successful: in London alone, £4.5 million was raised.[32] One tank was stationed behind the Royal Exchange, where business men were invited to go ‘Over the top of the City Tank’ to buy their war bonds.[33] Another tank (called Egbert)[34] remained in Trafalgar Square, while four others roamed the boroughs of London, spending a day in each place, collecting money. Almost all the tank bank investors named in the newspaper reports are large businesses, paying up to £2 million each. But the organisers of Business Men’s Week also hoped that working-class people would invest in war bonds, and activities were devised to attract punters from all classes. The Times described the ‘attractions’ provided in Trafalgar Square: a display of model ships, launched by an admiral of the United States navy,[35] and a pigeon race at lunchtime with war bonds as a prize.[36] Another tank was ‘in state’ at Hackney, where a local shop, ‘camouflaged’ as a trench, sold ‘war trophies’.[37] A few days later, everyone at Fulham who bought war bonds was filmed; the best ‘tank smile’ won a prize.[38]


			

			
				On the final days of Business Men’s Week, citizens were invited to choose ‘British bonds to-day or German bondage to-morrow’. MPs spoke from the top of the tank in Trafalgar Square and the Lord Mayor of London dropped a message from an airship, reminding Londoners of their duty. Altogether, Tank Week raised £135 million, much to the organisers’ satisfaction.[39]


				


				Not long after they were invented, then, tanks appeared on the streets of all the major British cities. (The first tank banks were introduced the previous autumn, in November 1917, during the battle of Cambrai.)[40] Contemporary reports suggest that civilians rather liked them. Even allowing for newspaper inaccuracies and propaganda, the evidence suggests that large numbers of people visited the tank banks and many bought war bonds.[41] Others were less enthusiastic. Virginia Woolf, for example, acidly described a warm spring day in 1918, in which the sound of ‘Richmond worshipping a Tank was like the hum of bees around some first blossom’.[42] John Gould Fletcher complained in the Egoist in 1917 that Britain’s attempt to destroy the German military machine had led to the invention of other, equally undesirable machines, including the tank and the war loan, ‘a machine to empty our pockets’.[43] In his 1918 essay ‘The New God’ (discussed earlier), Fletcher likened the tank to a mechanical god, remarking ironically that its ability to collect money was ‘miraculous’ and that buying war bonds had become a ‘religious ceremony’.[44]


			

			
				In the newspapers, by contrast, tank banks were represented as entertainment for the populace, reported in phrases which weakly parody the language of war: the ‘great offensive’; ‘go over the top’; and so forth. All over the country, business, the press, and the state worked together to provide official spectacles which aimed to generate laughter and pleasure, and to regenerate support for the war. Tank banks became the centre of a kind of carnival—to which the popular musical Chu Chin Chow, for example, sent a camel to buy £10,000 worth of war bonds.[45] As the Daily Express remarked with approval: ‘All that the Tank Fair needs is a coconut shy!’[46] In its editorial, entitled ‘Have You Tanked?’, the Express argued that people who fail to buy war bonds will ‘surely be marked with a blush’; and ‘the man without a tank certificate should be as uncomfortable as the man who has not shaved’.[47] People were offered a choice between communal pleasure (however fictitious) and social embarrassment. Consent became a form of personal hygiene, and those who refused should carry a physical mark of shame.

				The tank bank campaign was so successful that a similar project was undertaken a few months later. Trevor Wilson describes the ‘Feed the Guns’ campaign, in which Trafalgar Square was turned into a replica of a bombed French village, with a shell-damaged church tower, wrecked farmhouse, etc. Twenty thousand sandbags were brought in, and visitors were invited to ‘feed’ the guns on display with bonds and certificates.[48] Here, too, civilians seem to have allowed the state to infantilise them; they enacted a bizarre fantasy of the war as circus or fairground, replicated in bizarre simulacra in Trafalgar Square.

			

			
				Yet tanks were not uncomplicatedly benign or entertaining presences on city streets; the newspapers also admit that they look rather frightening and seem to threaten violence towards the civilians of their own side.[49] The idea of tanks turning against civilians surfaced just days after the tank first appeared in battle. The Daily Mail reported (or perhaps invented) a ‘hopeful man who said that after the war is over he will certainly hire one of the “tanks” to clear his wife’s relatives out of his house’.[50] Sales at the first tank banks were reported in the Daily Express, half mockingly, as ‘Tank Draws First Blood’,[51] and the tank itself described as a ‘hungry monster’, ‘his mouth wide open’ like a hippopotamus at the zoo. A frightened child is reassured that ‘he only bites Germans’ and ‘purrs’ when well fed.[52] Many reports openly acknowledge the fantasy investment in the tank, and one newspaper went so far as to commission cartoonists such as Heath Robinson to imagine the new machine before pictures were made available to the public.[53] In one newspaper advertisement, the tank is represented as a huge, looming presence—disproportionately large in comparison with the human figures around it—shooting money out of its guns.[54] Sassoon’s poem ‘Blighters’ (1917) imagines—indeed, hopes for—a tank attack on civilians in a music hall. ‘I’d like to see a Tank come down the stalls / Lurching to rag-time tunes, or “Home, Sweet Home”’. This is perhaps the best-known criticism of tanks to trivialise the war, and it locates the blame entirely among civilians—especially women, the ‘prancing ranks of harlots’ on the stage. Yet the processes which bring comic songs about tanks into popular entertainment are rather more complex than the poem allows.

			

			
				


				The winter of 1917-18 was perhaps the most difficult period of the war. With a shortage of food and heating, a very cold winter, and no end to the fighting in sight, there was a real possibility that the war might become unsupportable.[55] The cost was also a problem. How could support for the war be regenerated, especially among civilians, and how was it to be paid for? The early tanks might not have been very successful in battle, but they answered these political problems very nicely and transferred hundreds of millions of pounds out of bank savings and into the war. This had a profound effect on Britain’s economy, as John Maynard Keynes later pointed out.[56] Indeed, Britain, like the rest of Europe, ended the war severely in debt; this had serious consequences in the decades which followed.
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					Plate 2 Wreck of tank at the front. Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London. Crown copyright.

				

			

			
				Overall, between October 1917 and September 1918, war bonds raised £1,000 million, an achievement which, as Trevor Wilson argues, caused considerable hardship among poorer people, especially as taxes and postal costs were raised around the same time.[57] This was the tanks’ most successful campaign. 

				From Little Willie to Mother

				Intense secrecy surrounded the development and manufacture of the tank. The name ‘tank’ was chosen as a disguise, and the early tanks were passed off as water-tanks, supposedly to be exported to Russia in boxes labelled ‘With Care to Petrograd’.[58] Strange stories circulated about the origins of the tank; after the war, many different people claimed to have invented it and a Royal Commission was set up to decide on its true parents, and to reward them with large sums of money.[59]


				A prototype was tested in the summer of 1915, using the caterpillar track, recently invented for American tractors. As a result of these tests, a track of pressed steel was developed and wrapped around the entire body of the tank, producing the characteristic rhomboid shape. The tracks did not actually move across the ground; rather, a lot of small sprocket wheels drove the body along its own tracks. As Mitchell explains, ‘the tank laid its own track, drove along it, then picked it up behind, and passed it over its head before laying it down in front again’.[60] Or as Mary Borden puts it in her tank poem,

			

			
				They moved slowly along on their stomachs

				Dragging themselves forwards by their ears.[61]


				The tank looks completely self-sufficient; this pleased many early observers. From the outside, the crew is completely hidden; what you see is a machine which appears to drive itself, fire its own guns, and even provide its own road. The tank looked like a complete new kind of mechanical warfare, and it generated intense excitement among journalists and propagandists. It was greeted with less enthusiasm by the army and the war office. Their ambivalence has been dismissed as conservative, narrow-minded, and driven by an excessive love of cavalry;[62] perhaps so, but it is also worth noting that the tank consumed large quantities of money, labour, steel, and so forth at a time of scarcity, and was actually not very good at negotiating a muddy landscape. Even in their most successful battle, at Cambrai in November 1917, the tanks could not hold the ground they had won, and almost all the gains were lost a few days later, with approximately 45,000 casualties on each side.[63] Despite these failures, the tank appeared to offer protection to the vulnerable human body. Many writers describe the Great War as a battle of machines against men, with the machines always winning. The tank seems, however ineptly, to provide a shield—to protect soldiers from the terrible damage of machine-gun bullets and artillery. In short, the tank promises to reduce the hideous abjection of the war; this alone altered the imaginary relationship between the human body and modern warfare, both for soldiers and for civilians.

				The First World War is often discussed as if it were a complete break with the past; an abyss which separates the nineteenth century from modernism or modernity.[64] This idea can be traced in a number of writings from the period, but equally we find the war and its objects placed in an almost seamless continuity with the past, especially in military writings. A bizarre range of antecedents was discovered (or invented) for the tank: the Roman testudo, knights in armour, armoured elephants, Leonardo’s lost drawings of a horse-drawn tank, Dante’s invention of the tank in the Divine Comedy, H. G. Wells’s land ironclads.[65] Even today, the Bovington Tank Museum locates its objects in antiquity. Its exhibition of First World War tanks opens with a quotation from the Bible: ‘And the Lord was with Judah: and he drove out the inhabitants of the mountain: but he could not drive out the inhabitants of the valley, because they had chariots of iron’ (Judges I:19–20).

			

			
				


				The first successful tank was named Little Willie. Little Willie was too short, and was replaced by a larger model: Big Willie.[66] The larger model was the basis for all the early tanks which were used in battle, and was immediately renamed Mother—‘as it was the first of all tanks’.[67] Here the language becomes rather complex, for Mother came in two forms: male and female. (There were also ‘hermaphrodite’ tanks.) The sex of the tank was determined by relatively minor variations: the male was a little larger and weighed 28 tons; the female weighed 27 tons. The male had two kinds of guns; the female only one (though both carried a total of six guns). Perhaps most significantly from the crew’s point of view, in the early models the male had a narrow door in the side, allowing men to escape, with difficulty, if the tank caught fire. The female by contrast had only a small trap door, just two foot high, out of which is was almost impossible to escape.[68] This was soon modified, but in the earliest tanks, being inside a female Mother was one of the men’s worst nightmares: it was a place in which they might be trapped and burned alive. Tank driver Jenkin notes that the men ‘most favoured’ the male Mothers (18). 

			

			
				Drivers took up the terminology, but were inclined to refer to ‘my bus’ or ‘my Willie’ rather than ‘my Mother’.[69] The language of Willie and Mother, male, female and hermaphrodite, is scattered throughout the early tank writings with an air of ironic innocence. Mitchell for example writes of the ‘adventurous male’, ‘determined male’, ‘all-conquering female’, and ‘female man-killers’. ‘Would the old “Willie” break down suddenly when in the midst of the enemy?’ worries a driver before his first attack. On her first trial, reports Mitchell, Mother ‘behaved splendidly’.[70] The Illustrated London News presents a picture of a female Mother—‘“The Perfect Lady” about to cross a trench’. A book by engineering firm William Foster and Co. reproduces several photographs of Mother: ‘“Mother” negotiates her first trench’, ‘A Supply Tank […] evolved from “Mother”’, and a banner from Foster’s factory: ‘Welcome to the Birthplace of the Tanks’.[71] Many of the early tank writings employ an excess of metaphors of birth, conception, evolution, and fathering of the tank. The men who will later squabble over the money and glory allocated to the inventor for the tank all claim to have given birth—to Mother. Once she is invented, ‘Mother’ becomes a highly mobile and at times perverse figure—a source of simultaneous pleasure and terror, protection and violence, and even a bizarre kind of tenderness. In a piece written long after the war, Henry Williamson tells a tank anecdote from Field-Marshal Hindenburg’s autobiography. Hindenburg, says Williamson, recalls the sight, towards the end of the war, of ‘a British Tommy sitting wounded by a knocked-out tank, holding the hand of a dying sixteen-year-old German boy, and saying, as the lad cried out “Mutti—Mutti”, “It’s all right, chum, Mother’s here with you.”’[72]
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					Plate 3 A Mark IV female tank destroyed by a direct hit before being dealt with by the Tank Salvage Company. Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of the Imperial War Museum, London. Crown copyright

				

			

			
				Tank writing

				The tank produced new ways of imagining warfare, the human body, and structures of difference. For most British people, both soldiers and civilians, the tank represented an idea. Industrial warfare produces new terrors. In theory, at least, you can hide inside a machine known as both Willie and Mother and drive through a dangerous landscape, crushing your enemies in your path. At the same time, you worry that Willie or Mother is threatening to mutilate or destroy you, and possibly take all your money, in uncanny anticipation of the work of Melanie Klein. Such fantasies were available as fantasies to both women and men as fantasies, and are articulated repeatedly in the writings, films, and photographs of the tank. The crucial difference between subjects in an industrial war is located less in sexual difference than in the distinction between combatants and civilians; or, more precisely, between those inside and those outside the sublime object of the tank.

			

			
				The view from outside could be completely terrifying. Tanks were not easy to manoeuvre and were sometimes obliged to run over wounded soldiers, including men on their own side. For Remarque in All Quiet on the Western Front, the tank increases the men’s sense of vulnerability in the face of an inexorable machine:

				From a mockery the tanks have become a terrible weapon. Armoured they come rolling on in long lines, more than anything else embody for us the horror of war.

				  We do not see the guns that bombard us; the attacking lines of the enemy infantry are men like ourselves; but these tanks are machines, they roll without feeling into the craters, and climb up again without stopping, a fleet of roaring, smoke-belching armour-clads, invulnerable steel beasts squashing the dead and the wounded—we shrivel up in our thin skin before them, against their colossal weight our arms are sticks of straw, our hand-grenades matches. (184)

				Metaphors of the tank turn up in a broad range of writings, from popular fiction such as ‘The Pink-Tailed Tank’ (1917) and Escott Lynn’s Tommy of the Tanks (1919) to Aleister Crowley’s Moonchild (1929), in which the pedantic Edwin Arthwait adopts the ‘literary method’ of the tank: ‘It was not agile, it was not versatile, it was exposed to artillery attack: but it proceeded.’[73] Virginia Woolf likens pioneering women such as Ethel Smyth to ‘the ice breakers, the gun runners, the window smashers’, and to the ‘armoured tanks, who climbed the rough ground, drew the enemies [sic] fire, and left behind her a pathway —not yet a smooth and metalled road—but still a pathway for those who come after her’.[74] Like the tank, Smyth is imagined as anarchic and destructive at the same time as she protects and helps those who follow in her wake.

			

			
				Those inside the tank often wrote about their experiences. Tank histories and memoirs appeared throughout the 1920s and 1930s and were frequently reviewed alongside other literary and historical works about the war in the TLS and elsewhere; here, too, military technology was part of civilian culture.[75] Tank memoirs, especially, offer gripping accounts of how the early tank was imagined long after its technology had been superseded.

				All the weapons of the Great War were to some extent spectacles, but none more so than the tank. Unlike machine guns or artillery, the tank actually killed very few people. Its early engagements hinged largely on the question of theatre: how could it best exploit how it looked? The drivers’ memoirs are fascinated by the implacable body of the tank and the differences it produces between inside and outside. Both positions are extremely dangerous and each provides a new fantasy relationship between the soldier’s body and the sources of danger. Most of the crew are devoted to the machine and determined to make it work; at the same time it inspires profound terror and rage when it fails to protect them. 

				Both Jenkin and Mitchell provided detailed descriptions of conditions inside the tank. With the crew crowded around the large engine and heat rising above 100 degrees, the interior of the tank was, as Jenkin remarks in A Tank Driver’s Experiences, ‘a veritable hell’ for the men inside:

				Machine-gun bullets beat like hail upon the outside, from which hot splinters pricked the gunners’ faces, whilst shells could be heard bursting in close proximity. Inside, above the noise of the engine, was heard the sharp cracking sound of our own machine guns, mingled with the groaning and whining of the gunner who lay stretched along the blood and oil-saturated floor; this, with the vomiting of our second driver, intense heat, exhaust petrol fumes, and nauseous vapour from the guns made an inferno that no outside observer would have thought possible to exist within those steel plates. (179)

			

			
				The crew are also terrified that the tank will catch fire. Yet the tank is also a place that, in theory, at least, will protect them from danger. Men are placed inside Mother; at the same time they are Mother—much is made of the fact that the crew of eight works as a single, disciplined body. All but one of them function as limbs, working the machine and the guns. The eighth is the brains of the outfit and does the navigating. The early tank in action is a completely self-contained unit, cut off from the outside world; a single, complex body within its own carapace.[76] 

				Sitting inside Mother, the crew could see almost nothing outside. Paul Virilio argues that the technology of cinema began to replace the act of looking in the First World War.[77] In the tank, looking was replaced by aerial photographs, and the commander navigated at one remove. No one inside the tank could actually see where they were going. (Various experiments were tried with slits and loopholes for viewing, but these allowed bullets into the tank under heavy fire, and often had to be blocked off completely.) To protect their faces from sparks and debris, the crew often wore steel or chain-mail masks which reduced visibility even further.[78] Almost blind, navigating with aerial photographs which could be out of date within hours, the tank crew were, according to Mitchell, ‘like an ostrich with its head in the sand’ (153)—a position which he says gave them plenty of courage. Yet Mitchell and Jenkin also acknowledge some of the horrible injuries sustained in tank warfare. When Jenkin’s tank is hit by a high explosive shell, the steel plate of the tank is severed ‘as though it were matchwood’ (180). He loses the use of his arm, drags himself out of the tank, and finds himself lying ‘exhausted and alone’, in terrible pain and suffering from ‘the indescribable feelings produced by [engine] fumes upon an empty stomach’ (182). Later, in hospital, his arm is amputated without his knowledge (188). Jenkin is stoical; he provides very little description of physical suffering, yet his memoir is disturbing precisely because of its ambivalence. He loves the tank, but it has failed to save him from mutilation.[79]


			

			
				The tank demands very hard physical work, as well as a high degree of technical knowledge and training, as Jenkin comments: ‘There is scarcely any branch of the Army that demands more brain work from the private than does a complete set of courses in the Tank Corps’. The tank men learned map-reading, morse code, semaphore and other military skills as well as knowledge about ‘how trenches, dug-outs, and machine-gun posts are constructed [… in order] to avoid those parts that would probably get the tank stuck’ (48–9, 51). Jenkin and Mitchell each describe the labour involved in driving and maintaining the tank. According to Jenkin, it was the driver’s responsibility at the front to keep the tank in running order at all times, as it had to be ready for use at short notice. This required an enormous amount of continuing repair, even when the tanks were not engaged in battle (116). Furthermore, it took days of intensive labour transporting the tank from Britain to France, digging it out of ditches, getting it across railway lines, repairing the engine, and so forth. Much of this work was instantly rendered futile when tanks became bogged beyond salvage or wrecked by shell fire. Many tanks never reached a battle, but had to be abandoned; in some areas the landscape was littered with these enormous pieces of expensive rubbish. In 1917, poet Ivor Gurney was struck by the sight of ‘ruined tanks’ in a landscape ‘like the last Hell of desolation’; somehow the vast, wrecked objects intensify the sense of despair in the wrecked landscape.[80] After one failed battle, Mitchell recalls the sight of ‘eight huge carcasses […], some battered beyond recognition, others lifting their snouts pathetically beyond the slimy waters’. Derelict tanks blocked the road and had to be blown up—a dangerous undertaking which took about a week (125). The world’s first industrial war generated large-scale industrial waste—a sight which was kept well hidden from the civilians buying their millions of pounds worth of war bonds at precisely the same time. And the problem of waste continued long after the war had ended. Some tanks were turned into war memorials, while many others were broken up for scrap metal, a process which was not completed until 1932.[81]


			

			
				Wilfred Bion

				The autobiography of tank commander and psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion is preoccupied with the strange relationship between inside and outside produced by the tank. Unlike most other tank writers, Bion does not like the tank much. He hates being inside ‘the cursed thing’—and is frightened of being outside it, as well.[82] (Early tank commanders often walked in front of their tanks into battle; as a new branch of the army, the Tank Corps was trying to establish its reputation for courage and honour, and crews took considerable risks to achieve this.) When a civilian woman asks what it feels like when his tank runs over people, Bion does not know, but he does recall being ‘possessed’ by the fear that he would fall wounded and be run over by his own tank (130, 266). He also fears, with good reason, that the tanks will get bogged in a swamp ‘where the enemy gunners would have them helpless, concentrated like dinosaurs in a prehistoric catastrophe’ (240).

				Bion represents himself as an incompetent soldier and a hopeless tank commander. All his memories of battle are nightmarish: the men don’t know where they are going; the orders don’t make sense; men are killed, pointlessly. By the time he comes to his third engagement, Bion is simultaneously terrified and cynical about the plans for battle. The crew is exhausted, Bion is confused, the orders are insane. ‘They were not orders’, he writes, ‘they were sentences of death’ (253). Instead of starting at dawn, the tanks are ordered to attack at 10.30 in the morning. Here Bion provides an unusual description of a tank commander’s view from the outside of his tank:

			

			
				The tanks were hidden, each under a small clump of trees very conveniently placed, separated by an average interval of fifty yards from each other. At 10.25 they emerged and drove to cross the front line of the division at 10.30. There was no gunfire, no machine-gun fire. As the tanks crossed the line the enemy machine guns opened up. I walked behind Greene’s tank hoping, by being as close as possible, to escape the machine-gun fire.

				[…] Hauser, who had gone into action sitting on the back of one of the two tanks under his immediate command, had also run back to see what had happened. It was uncanny; nothing had happened—that’s what had happened. But he was unmistakably terrified; we both were—and both perfectly safe in the trench. The troops might have been sleep-walking.

				We looked at the tanks; they had nothing wrong with them. They were quietly purring their way forward and were already too far away to catch up with them even if we wanted to do so. As there was no method of communication, wireless or otherwise, we could only stand and watch, the Colonel almost demented, Hauser and I ghost-ridden.

				The tanks rolled up a gentle grassy slope. There was a soft muffled explosion. Robertson’s tank opened as a flower in a nature film might unfold. Another thud; then two, almost simultaneous, followed. The whole four had flowered. Hard, bright flames, as if cut out of tinfoil, flickered and died, extinguished by the bright sun. One tank, crewless, went on to claw at the back of the other in front as if preparatory to love-making; then stopped as if exhausted. (254)

				‘We stared, fascinated’, says Bion. Later he hears that the Staff have ordered the tanks to carry high explosives, so they can be blown up if they are captured by the Germans, which makes them rather vulnerable if they get hit. The extraordinary vision of the tanks opening ‘like blossoms greeting the sun’ (257), with his crew inside, distresses Bion terribly, but it also teaches him something useful. In the next battle, he is inspired to tell the crew to jump out. He will drive the tank alone, steering a zig-zag course. His men leave, then Bion remembers that it takes the entire crew to manoeuvre the tank; all he can do is drive it in a straight line, under the gaze of lots of observation balloons. He opens the throttle, and leaps out. The empty tank races forwards; nothing fires on it. Bion realises he has just made a gift to the enemy of ‘a fully equipped tank in complete working order’. He runs after it, presumably in the hope of getting it back again. Then, he says, ‘mercifully a shell hit, pierced and burst. The tank stopped, flames spurting everywhere. In a moment it was a total wreck’ (262). Bion knows that he (and the crew) should have stayed in the tank, even though they would certainly have been killed. Yet in a way honour is satisfied. The tank went into battle on a useless mission. It was hit, as it must have been. And the crew is alive, rather than pointlessly dead. Here, as elsewhere in this book, tank activity is partly an elaborate masquerade, a simulacrum of warfare, preferably enacted at a safe distance.

			

			
				One fantasy generated by the tank was that future wars would be fought entirely by machines, who would do the dying for us. Writing in 1929, John Brophy imagined that ‘if another war should be jockeyed or forced upon the world, it will be a scientific, chemical affair; machines will be met by machines, not with the nerves and muscles and wills of mere men.’[83] The tank seems to promise new kinds of agency—enabling the human body to enter zones which were previously impenetrable—at the same time as it negates agency and displaces the human subject from the narratives of war. This human subject, like evolution, is imagined as moving simultaneously forwards into the machine age and backwards into the primeval slime—a movement both frightening and enjoyable. Bion’s memoir, written in the 1970s, is written against this fantasy through the knowledge of what war actually did become: he reads the Great War backwards through the human suffering of the wars in Viet Nam and Korea, the Cold War, Hiroshima, fascism, and other disasters of the twentieth century which emerged from the technical, political, and imaginative developments of 1914–18.

			

			
				
For both soldiers and civilians, contradictory discourses of pleasure, fear, and duty; infantilism, community, and adulthood surrounded the tank. The campaigns around the tank banks, especially, were used to persuade and coerce the British people into renewing their support for the war during its most unpopular period. This in turn raises questions about agency and citizenship during the last few months of the war—a period in which the franchise was extended from 8 million to 21 million voters.[84] Historians often note that the postwar revolutionary movements were much weaker in Britain than elsewhere in Europe, perhaps because of the extension of the franchise. It is also possible that the particular ways in which civilians were persuaded to consent to the war—including official carnivals around the weapons of war—may have been a factor in postwar politics. Such a claim can only be speculative; we cannot know what would have happened without the propaganda, censorship, tank banks, and so forth. But the success of the pro-war campaigns is highly suggestive. Particularly significant is their ability to produce a fantasmatic, infantile, and pleasurable relationship to the war and its object. The tank provided both fictions and fantasies as well as a physical presence and ‘commanding personality’ around which people gathered, and about which they dreamed.[85] In short, it played a vital role in the manufacture of consent.[86]
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				Mrs Dalloway and the Armenian Question

				


				On the day of Mrs Dalloway’s party, Richard Dalloway MP buys some roses for his wife Clarissa.[1] When he arrives home, he finds Clarissa worrying over whether she should invite a dull cousin to her party. Richard settles her anxieties and puts her down on the sofa, like a child, for an afternoon rest, before returning to his work at the House of Commons. ‘“Some committee?” she asked, as he opened the door.’ ‘“Armenians”, he said; or perhaps it was “Albanians”.’ What did he say? Clarissa is not sure, but she enjoys looking at the roses.

				And people would say, ‘Clarissa Dalloway is spoilt’. She cared much more for her roses than for the Armenians. Hunted out of existence, maimed, frozen, the victims of cruelty and injustice (she had heard Richard say so over and over again)—no, she could feel nothing for the Albanians, or was it the Armenians? but she loved her roses (didn’t that help the Armenians?)—the only flowers she could bear to see cut. (157)

				This is a startling paragraph to find in a book published in 1925. As I will argue shortly, Clarissa’s confusion over Armenia and Albania is an obvious, even heavy-handed, satiric moment in the novel, though the events to which Woolf refers have since become invisible to most readers. In this chapter, I want to read Mrs Dalloway, one of Woolf’s most ‘aesthetic’ novels, as in part a satire on the political climate in Britain shortly after the First World War. But it is a satire of a very peculiar kind, and it raises uncomfortable questions about how British civilians were placed in relation to the events of the war and to the settlements which followed.

			

			
				For many people, the suffering did not end with the war. The peace treaties reshaped the map of Europe, dismantling the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires and creating a number of new nations, including Poland, Hungary, Jugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Austria.[2] While many people welcomed the independent nation-states, there was also a great deal of dissatisfaction with the new boundaries, drawn up in haste with much bickering among the victorious nations. Millions of people were displaced or rendered stateless by the treaties; this caused serious hardship and many people were forced to emigrate. To make matters worse, for some months after the Armistice of November 1918 Britain helped to maintain a blockade against central Europe, creating poverty and even starvation among civilians.[3] When Harold Nicolson visited Austria in April 1919, he was shocked by what he saw: ‘Everyone looks very pinched and yellow: no fats for four years. The other side of the blockade. […]. I feel that my plump pink face is an insult to these wretched people.’[4] Even relatively prosperous families such as the Freuds were short of food and warmth after the war; poor people were much worse off.[5] 

				Nor did the end of the war mean that the war had ended. As Nicolson commented, ‘The fact is that our Government for electoral reasons allowed the country to imagine that the Armistice meant peace. This it most assuredly was not.’[6] Wars continued after the war, in Poland, Albania, Greece, Turkey, and elsewhere, and the peace settlements raised new sets of problems which contributed to the rise of fascism and another war in 1939. The architects of the peace settlements ‘failed in the most spectacular manner’; these effects continue to be felt in central and eastern Europe right up to the present day.[7] The war had set Europe on the road to ruin, and the Versailles Treaty threatened to complete the process, as John Maynard Keynes warned in The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919). The war had ruined the economies of Europe, leaving countries which had previously been self-sufficient now dependent on the United States for their basic food requirements; the treaties made the situation worse.

			

			
				Keynes had attended the peace negotiations in Paris in the first few months of 1919, and he was concerned that the victorious powers (especially Britain and France) had selfishly pursued their own immediate interests at the expense of the long-term needs of Europe as a whole. The treaty ‘must impair yet further, when it might have restored’ the ‘delicate, complicated organisation’ of Europe.[8] The Paris talks were a ‘nightmare’, writes Keynes, ‘and everyone there was morbid’ (2). In Britain, however, people seemed oblivious to the dangers posed by the peace settlement; they simply ‘received the treaty without reading it’ (4). Economically, at least, they appeared strangely untroubled by the experience of the war.

				In England the outward aspect of life does not yet teach us to feel or realise in the least that an age is over. We are busy picking up the threads of our life where we dropped them, with this difference only, that many of us seem a good deal richer than we were before. Where we spent millions before the war, we have now learnt that we can spend hundreds of millions and apparently not suffer for it. Evidently we did not exploit to the utmost the possibilities of our economic life. We look, therefore, not only to a return to the comforts of 1914, but to an immense broadening and intensification of them. All classes alike thus build their plans, the rich to spend more and save less, the poor to spend more and work less. (1–2)

			

			
				Such an illusion was possible only in the United States and Britain.[9] In the rest of Europe, ‘the earth heaves and no one is but aware of the rumblings’. It was a matter of ‘life and death, of starvation and existence, and of the fearful convulsions of a dying civilisation’ (2). Britain imagined itself detached from this calamity: ‘England still stands outside Europe. Europe’s voiceless tremors do not reach her. Europe is apart and England is not of her flesh and body’ (2). But this too was an illusion. Britain’s future was dependent on the future of Europe (not least because Germany had been one of its major customers). Keynes himself felt he had to shed his ‘British preoccupations’ and become ‘a European in his cares and outlook’ (2).

				The disillusion of the war is a familiar trope in literature, but the disillusion of the peace should not be underestimated. And the concerns which emerged were international as well as local. For E. H. Carr, the war produced a completely new field of knowledge—the ‘science’ of international politics. ‘The war of 1914–18 made an end of the view that war is a matter which affects only professional soldiers and, in so doing, dissipated the corresponding impression that international politics could safely be left in the hands of professional diplomats.’ International politics became democratised; a topic of popular interest.[10] For Leonard Woolf, writing in 1922, international politics were central to Britain’s future prosperity.

				There can be no economic recovery in this country, no beginning to build up an educated and prosperous community, unless there is a complete break with the dangerous and extravagant foreign policy which has been pursued equally by Conservative and Liberal Governments. This country must stand out in Europe and the world as a sincere supporter of a policy of peace and international co-operation. The pivot of its programme must therefore be (1) a real League of Nations, inclusive of all nations, the members of which undertake a definite obligation not to go to war; (2) disarmament, beginning with a drastic limitation of naval and military armaments, coupled with a general guarantee against aggression; (3) an equitable settlement of the reparation problem […].[11]


			

			
				Leonard Woolf believed that political action immediately after the war was even more important than it had been during the conflict, and he often despaired that the bad decisions which had taken Britain into the war were being made again after it had ended. He saw the 1920s as ‘a time of continual crisis’;[12] a period also dominated by a particularly unimaginative form of conservatism in parliamentary politics. Trevor Wilson argues that Britain in the 1920s and 30s was ‘massively dominated by the political forces that had come to power during the First World War’—conservatives who were hostile to the liberal tradition which had prevailed before the war.[13] This is the context in which Virginia Woolf wrote Mrs Dalloway.[14]


				Postwar satire

				Mrs Dalloway raises some difficult questions about the ways in which women and men were placed in relation to political power. Who was to blame for the disaster of the war, and who would take responsibility for the peace? Woolf does not simply criticise men and exonerate women, as some critics have suggested; rather, her writing directs both satire and sympathy in unexpected ways. Like Ford and HD, Woolf does not formulate a convenient or facile parallel between gender and power when she writes about the complicated experiences of the war, its settlements, and its continuing effects throughout the 1920s.

			

			
				In the middle of June 1923, Woolf wrote in her diary that she aimed ‘to criticise the social system, & show it at work, at its most intense’.[15] Mrs Dalloway is set at precisely this period—the middle of June 1923—a time of profound and troubling change in both domestic and international politics. The novel takes place on a single day, nearly five years after the end of the war (93).[16] But for many people, the war will never be over.

				For it was the middle of June. The War was over, except for some one like Mrs Foxcroft at the Embassy last night eating her heart out because that nice boy was killed and now the old Manor House must go to a cousin; or Lady Bexborough who opened a bazaar, they said, with the telegram in her hand, John, her favourite, killed. (5)

				Women mourn the dead, here represented as young and wealthy—men with titled parents; men who expect to inherit a manor house. The loss is both economic and emotional, with the economic mentioned first.[17] The ‘favourite’ son being killed is of course a cliché of much war fiction (used in Rosamund Lehmann’s Dusty Answer (1927), for example), as is the reference to the mother’s heroic effort to carry on regardless. Yet the mother’s emotional pain is real. It is Clarissa who sees Lady Bexborough in clichéd terms and wants to be like her (12). This is the first of many satiric jabs at her view of the war. Clarissa herself is not in mourning. For her, ‘it was over; thank Heaven—over. It was June. The King and Queen were at the Palace’ (5). Everything seems to have been returned to its proper place. Mrs Dalloway, married to a Conservative Member of Parliament, is to give a party that evening for the members and supporters of her class—the politicians, courtiers, professors, Academy artists, physicians, and business people who dominate the political, cultural, and economic life of the nation in the early 1920s.

			

			
				In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf takes a hard look at those who managed the social and economic aspects of the war and treated many survivors so badly afterwards.[18] Power might be concentrated in the hands of men such as Richard Dalloway, but it is held in place by women such as Clarissa and Lady Bruton. Without the domestic and social base provided by women, the political system could not function in the same way. The ruling-class women in the novel are profoundly ignorant. Clarissa, with ‘the few twigs of knowledge Fräulein Daniels gave them’, knows almost nothing outside her own life: ‘no language, no history; she scarcely read a book now’ (10); ‘ask her what the Equator was, and she did not know’ (160). She is complacently unaware of the differences between Armenia, Albania and Turkey—nations which faced quite distinct sets of problems after the First World War and which were the subject of a good deal of attention in the British press. Richard Dalloway is sitting on a parliamentary committee on the Armenian Question (156–7).

				Clarissa knows nothing about Richard’s work on the Armenians, and regards this as a sign of the strength of their marriage; she congratulates herself that she and Richard have kept their identities as separate persons: ‘there is a dignity in people; a solitude; even between husband and wife a gulf; and that one must respect, thought Clarissa’ (156). But more is at stake here than the status of their marriage. Clarissa has no interest in the suffering of the Armenian people as a political or ethical issue in its own right, and the text satirises her mercilessly: ‘no, she could feel nothing for the Albanians, or was it the Armenians? but she loved her roses (didn’t that help the Armenians?)’ (157). In the same passage, she enjoys being infantilised, ‘spoilt’, settled on the sofa for an afternoon nap. Yet even as she sinks into this childish posture, she reassures herself that the structure of their marriage secures ‘one’s independence, one’s self-respect—something, after all, priceless (156)—because she does not remember the details of Richard’s committee work.[19]


			

			
				The Armenian people were victims of the peace as well as the war. Clarissa’s refusal to engage with their suffering is masked by proto-feminist statements about marriage. Two separate arguments are elided. It is one thing to refuse to live vicariously through Richard, and quite another to ignore a political issue simply because he happens to be working on it. Clarissa’s comments have proved attractive to some later readers, but we need to be cautious about accepting them at face value, for they are cynically employed as an excuse for evading adult responsibility. Here Woolf’s satire is rather obvious, as Clarissa tries to hide her complacency and selfishness behind a screen of progressive rhetoric.

				The idea that Clarissa’s love for roses might help the Armenians is so preposterous that it draws attention to itself. Why does Woolf include this curious scene, and what does it mean in the context of the novel? To understand it, we need to recover something of the history of the Armenian Question in the early 1920s.

				The Armenian Question

				What was Britain’s interest in Armenia in 1923? For many readers, the matter is almost completely forgotten now, but it was important at the time and widely discussed in the newspapers and political journals. It raised vital issues about human rights and Britain’s quasi-imperial responsibilities, and we need to recall the facts of case if we are to grasp Woolf’s satire. Woolf herself was certainly conscious of the Armenians’ situation. Indeed, no one who read the newspapers could have been unaware of the issue. Apart from dozens of reports in the press between 1915 and 1923, the Armenian Question was a topic of debate in the early 1920s in the Nation and Athenaeum, a journal for which Woolf wrote, and for which Leonard Woolf was literary editor from 1923 to 1929.[20] Lyndall Gordon notes that the massacres of Armenians, like the Dreyfus affair, were fundamental issues in the shaping of Leonard Woolf’s political conscience; this was by no means an uncommon response.[21] The historian Arnold Toynbee was an active supporter of the Armenian cause, and published a number of books and articles on the matter. The Toynbees were friends of the Woolfs, and are mentioned several times in Woolf’s diary in the early 1920s.[22] During the same period, the Woolfs were in contact with an Armenian friend, Ernest Altounyan, for whom they were literary executors.[23]


			

			
				


				Armenia is located between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, south of the Caucasian mountains, at the ‘crossroads’ of eastern and western empires.[24] The Armenian people, Christians in a largely Muslim area, had been colonised and expelled by various imperial powers since the eleventh century; by 1914, the original area of Armenia lay partly in Russia and partly in Turkey. The history is disputed to this day, but it seems that, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Ottoman authorities made several attempts to clear the area of Armenians, killing and displacing hundreds of thousands of people. In 1878, the Treaty of San Stefano was agreed between Turkey and Russia. Under this treaty, the Armenian lands and population came into the Russian sphere of influence where, historians seem to agree, they would have been safer.

			

			
				Britain perceived this arrangement as a threat to its interests in the region, and forced a revision of the treaty to keep the Armenian lands within the Ottoman empire. In return, Britain pledged to enforce political reform in Turkey, and to prevent further oppression of minorities. The pledges were not serious, however, and the oppression continued and became more intense. In the 1890s large numbers of Armenians were displaced and killed. Worse massacres occurred during the First World War, in 1915. Some historians consider this the first act of genocide in the twentieth century, and suggest that it provided a useful model for the Nazis in Germany: proof that an entire civilian population could be killed off without reprisal. Britain was partly responsible for this outcome, as Lloyd George later commented:

				Had it not been for our sinister intervention, the great majority of the Armenians would have been placed, by the Treaty of San Stefano, in 1878, under the protection of the Russian flag. […] The action of the British Government led inevitably to the terrible massacres of 1895–7, 1909 and worst of all to the holocausts of 1915.[25]


				Many of those displaced died of hunger and exposure. The massacres during the war were widely reported. On 16 September 1915, The Times noted that ‘It is believed that it is the official intention that this shall be a campaign of extermination, involving the murdering of from 800,000 to 1,000,000 persons’.[26] Often its reports were strongly worded. Historians argue that the massacres were real, but that they were also used as propaganda to discredit Turkey—first, during the war, and later during the final carve-up of the Ottoman Empire. Britain’s criticisms of Turkey during this period also need to be read against the long history of the ‘Eastern Question’ and of European attempts to appropriate portions of the ailing Ottoman Empire.

			

			
				At the end of September 1915, The Times described the ‘nauseating and appalling character’ of atrocities against Armenians. From many Armenian regions came tales of

				men shot down in cold blood, crucified, mutilated, or dragged off for labour battalions, of children carried off and forcibly converted to Islam, of women violated and enslaved in the interior, shot down, or sent off with their children to the desert west of Mosul, where there is neither water nor food […]. Many of these unfortunates did not reach their destination, because the escort so overdrove their victims that many fell out, and, as flogging and kicking were unavailing, they were left to perish by the roadside, their corpses distinctly defining the route followed. Many were tied back to back in pairs and thrown into rivers alive.[27]


				It is difficult to imagine someone in political circles being vague about these matters, especially when they were so widely reported, but the ignorance of ruling-class women is surely one of Woolf’s targets in the novel. Sally Seton, too, ‘scarcely ever read the papers’ (245). Those who did read the newspapers would have seen a great many references to the Armenian Question during and after the war, especially during 1922 and 1923. 

				In April 1918, a Transcaucasian Federation was established among the Georgians, Armenians, and Tatars of Azerbaijan; this was dissolved in May 1918 and ‘the independent republics of the Caucasus were born’; including an independent Armenia.[28] But it was weak and divided, threatened on all sides, and could not survive.[29] After the First World War, Britain and its allies entered into complex negotiations with Turkey over the break-up of the Ottoman Empire, culminating in the London and Lausanne Peace Conferences of 1920 and 1923.[30] One aspect of these negotiations involved protection of minorities in Turkish-controlled areas. A number of Armenian support groups had been established in Britain, arguing for permanent Armenian national home. The British government and papers such as The Times appeared to support this claim, and argued in favour of human rights for oppressed minority groups in the region.[31] The issue was often mentioned in the Nation and Athenaeum during the early 1920s, including in a debate on the Greco-Turkish war between Arnold Toynbee and T. P. O’Connor in the letters pages in December 1921 and January 1922.[32] (Albania, by contrast, received a much less sympathetic press in Britain during this period.)

			

			
				The Lausanne Treaty was finally signed on 24 July 1923—a few weeks after Mrs Dalloway is set. By then, Britain had secured its interests in the region—not in Armenia but in the Persian Gulf, partly by creating the new state of Iraq. The Armenian people were effectively abandoned by the Lausanne Treaty; those in the Soviet Union were to remain citizens of that state, while the remaining survivors were to stay under the rule of Turkey, under a protectorate agreement. The idea of an Armenian national home in the Anatolia region was simply dropped.[33] For many people, this was a grotesque betrayal of the Armenians, who had suffered so much, and for whom Britain had some responsibility.[34]


			

			
				In Mrs Dalloway, Richard Dalloway MP sits on the committee which is negotiating this final act of betrayal in June 1923. That is where he is going after giving Clarissa the roses.

				Clarissa’s refusal to think about the Armenian problem is a crucial moment in the novel, and provides us with ways into thinking about the relationship between Clarissa and Septimus, the war-neurotic soldier. Who is the victim, who the victimiser; who is responsible for the suffering of others? These questions trouble Woolf’s text, just as they do HD’s Bid Me to Live. But where HD’s novel retreats into a private place of writing to contemplate the problem, Mrs Dalloway takes it into the heart of the political establishment. Even the Prime Minister is present at the Dalloways’ party.

				The Prime Minister

				The Prime Minister was originally to have been a central character in the novel.[35] In the final version of Mrs Dalloway, he appears only briefly, but he carries a good deal of symbolic weight. Because Woolf dates the novel so precisely, I want to pay attention to its particular historical moment. In the middle of June 1923, Stanley Baldwin had been Prime Minister for about three weeks, having taken over from Bonar Law. Law had retired owing to illness after only six months in office. This was the first non-coalition Conservative government for nearly two decades, and had been elected in November 1922, on a platform radically different from Leonard Woolf’s internationalist, pacifist manifesto, quoted above. Indeed, some historians suggest that the Conservatives at this time had policies on nothing apart from tariff reform.[36]


			

			
				When he became Prime Minister, Baldwin was known mainly for one public act: as Chancellor of the Exchequer under Bonar Law, he had negotiated what many people felt was a disadvantageous agreement in Britain’s repayment of war debts to the United States. Some British officials had hoped that all allied war debts to the United States would be cancelled. The US did not agree, and eventually Baldwin agreed to pay £978 million. Other members of the government felt this was a poor deal for Britain. Bonar Law wanted to resign over the matter, and went so far as to write an anonymous letter to The Times, attacking the agreement. Baldwin insisted he had secured the best deal possible, but when France and Italy secured better agreements over repayment, it looked as if Baldwin had indeed botched the negotiations.[37]


				When Baldwin became Prime Minister in May 1923, the New Statesman commented:

				Mr. Baldwin is Prime Minister of England. Nothing very much else is known of him. Not half of the electors of Great Britain, we suppose, had ever heard his name until this week. He is said to be an extremely pleasant fellow, and he is an Englishman. He smokes a briar pipe, he is an old Harrovian, and his politics are Conservative.[38]


				He is ‘an enigma’, it says, ‘significantly enigmatic’; by the end of that year, the New Statesman considered him ‘a pygmy’ whose administration had achieved ‘precisely nothing’—not unlike Bonar Law’s rule, which it found to be suffering from ‘impotence’ and lacking in ‘masculine policy’.[39] Baldwin ‘presented himself as a simple country gentleman, interested only in pigs’. He read few official documents, and he never read newspapers.[40] His manner was informal for a Conservative Prime Minister: he was the first to use first names among his colleagues, even if he did not know them well.[41] Trevor Wilson describes him as ‘an insular Conservative of no internationalist inclinations’ (757). Later commentators praise aspects of his second and third governments; his first did very little.

			

			
				Baldwin lost power to Labour in the election of December 1923. His first premiership lasted for about seven months. Perhaps the anonymous grey car which no one can quite identify at the beginning of Mrs Dalloway is a wry comment on the greyness and futility of this government during such an important period in world history, a time of intense colonial and anti-colonial struggle in which attempts to construct an effective League of Nations failed, and war debts and reparations crippled several European economies and contributed to the rise of fascism in the following decade. Later commentators suggest that the most significant achievement of the first Baldwin government was the Lausanne Treaty, which restored good relations with Turkey.[42] As I have suggested, however, this treaty was by no means a morally unambiguous act.

				What is the significance of a Baldwin-figure at the Dalloways’ party? He represents the recent restoration to power of a Conservative administration—the Dalloways’ set, back in power after sharing it with the Liberals during the war, and now threatened with the rise of Labour. It is also significant that Baldwin was perceived in 1923 to be a nonentity leading a very dull government. Richard Dalloway’s inability to get into cabinet, then, would have been a failure of some magnitude.

				The Prime Minister’s arrival is registered first among the servants.

				The Prime Minister was coming, Agnes said: so she had heard them say in the dining-room, she said, coming in with a tray of glasses. Did it matter, did it matter in the least, one Prime Minister more or less? It made no difference to Mrs Walker among the plates, saucepans, cullenders, frying-pans, chickens in aspic, ice-cream freezers, pared crusts of bread, lemons, soup tureens, and pudding basins […]. All she felt was, one Prime Minister more or less made not a scrap of difference to Mrs Walker. (216)

			

			
				For the servants, the Prime Minister is represented as no different from the other guests: he is just another powerful person to defer to, and to feed. Yet there is another narrative at work in this scene. Woolf set the novel during the first Baldwin government and published it during the second. In between, when most of the writing took place, Britain’s first Labour government was in power. It was a minority government, unable to do much;[43] but the very fact that some working-class people had the vote, and were starting to get seats in the cabinet, was a significant political change. The novel suggests that a Prime Minister more or less might mean a great deal to working women such as Agnes and Mrs Walker in one sense, and very little in another.

				Mrs Dalloway’s guests take a different view:

				One couldn’t laugh at him. He looked so ordinary. You might have stood him behind a counter and bought biscuits—poor chap, all rigged up in gold lace. And to be fair, as he went his rounds, first with Clarissa, then with Richard escorting him, he did it very well. He tried to look somebody. It was amusing to watch. (225)

				He is a Conservative, one of them; he represents their current hold on power. Yet he is also slightly ridiculous; he has just come into office and doesn’t quite look the part—precisely how Baldwin, with his pig-breeding and his briar pipe, was perceived at this time. Where the New Statesman sees him as an anthropological misfit (a ‘pygmy’), Mrs Dalloway’s guests see his inadequacy in class terms: he looks like a shop assistant. As a symbol of real power, however, he makes them feel ‘to the marrow of their bones, this majesty passing; this symbol of what they all stood for, English society’ (225–6). It is the man, not the gold lace, that the guests find faintly ridiculous. Later, in Three Guineas (1938), Woolf attacks the idea of putting on fancy dress in order to govern the country, and she implicitly criticises it here, too. And it is women such as Clarissa Dalloway who play a vital role in keeping this political system in place.

			

			
				This scene, which I read as satire, reappears a few years later in Evelyn Waugh’s Vile Bodies (1930). There, the ruling class gathers at a party: ‘a great concourse of pious and honourable people […] their women-folk well gowned in rich and durable stuffs, their men-folk ablaze with orders; people who had represented their country in foreign places and sent their sons to die for her in battle’. Waugh’s characters feel the presence of royalty as ‘heavy as thunder in the drawing-room’ and wonder stupidly ‘why there seem so few young men about’ after the war.[44]


				Also at Mrs Dalloway’s party is Sir William Bradshaw, the doctor who has been treating Septimus Smith’s war neurosis. Clarissa consulted him once, we are told, and found him oppressive (240). Her memory of the visit engages our sympathy, but the novel also draws attention to the difference between Clarissa and Septimus. Unlike Septimus, Clarissa’s social position allows her to decide for herself whether to obey the doctors, and her spouse has power to protect her. She can reject Bradshaw as her physician, and does so. As a hostess, however, she continues to patronise him and to support his position within the social structure. In other words, she is complicit in the processes which legitimate his disciplinary form of medicine—medicine which she knows to be coercive, and which the reader knows has helped to kill Septimus.[45]


				Mrs Dalloway’s party occurs only hours after Septimus’s death. She overhears Sir William Bradshaw talking to Richard Dalloway about a Bill she knows is to pass through the House of Commons, though she is, characteristically, unclear about the details. ‘They were talking about this Bill. Some case Sir William was mentioning, lowering his voice. It had its bearing about what he was saying about the deferred effects of shell-shock. There must be some provision in the Bill’ (240). Mimicking her husband, in a mirror image of the men’s conversation, Lady Bradshaw draws Mrs Dalloway ‘into the shelter of a common femininity, a common pride in the illustrious qualities of husbands and their sad tendency to overwork’. The disciplinary structures which have killed Septimus simultaneously protect (in class terms) and constrain (in gender terms) women such as these. These structures also pay the bills, and Lady Bradshaw imagines the wall of gold mounting up between herself and ‘all shifts and anxieties’, leaving her comfortably ‘wedged on a calm ocean, where only spice winds blow; respected, admired, envied, with scarcely anything left to wish for’ (123).

			

			
				‘Sinking her voice’, Lady Bradshaw tells Clarissa that ‘A young man […] had killed himself. He had been in the army.’ Clarissa’s first response is enigmatic: ‘Oh! thought Clarissa, in the middle of my party, here’s death, she thought’ (240). What does this mean? The inarticulate ‘Oh!’ might be interpreted as a schoolgirlish response to an adult tragedy. Like a child, Clarissa thinks about her party first, before confronting the unpleasant news. Her comment is oddly inaccurate: ‘in the middle of my party, here’s death’. The idea of death might have entered her party, but its physical presence remains elsewhere. Septimus’s corpse, like those of the other dead millions, is safely out of sight. Most of the people at the party are protected from such spectacles. Even Peter Walsh, witness to the ambulance carrying Septimus’s dying body, misunderstands what he has seen:

				One of the triumphs of civilization, Peter Walsh thought. It is one of the triumphs of civilization, as the light high bell of the ambulance sounded. Swiftly, cleanly, the ambulance sped to the hospital, having picked up instantly, humanely, some poor devil; some one hit on the head, struck down by disease, knocked over perhaps a minute or so ago at one of these crossings, as migh happen to oneself. That was civilization. (197)

				The satiric force here comes partly from the repetition of the word ‘civilization’. Septimus’s death is indeed a symptom of the civilisation of the period, not just during the war, but after it, too, well into the 1920s. Like Clarissa, Peter Walsh is preoccupied with his personal affairs and is slow to recognise what is happening to people around him. He enjoys the sight of young men taking a wreath to the tomb of the Unknown Soldier; boys in uniform ‘carrying guns’, marching ‘with their eyes ahead of them […] their arms stiff, and on their faces an expression like the letters of a legend written round the base of a statue praising duty, gratitude, fidelity, love of England’. A ‘very fine training’, thinks Peter Walsh (65–6). He meditates complacently that the future lies ‘in the hands of young men’ like he had been, ‘thirty years ago; with their love of abstract principles’ (65)—young men like Septimus, in fact, who went to the war for an abstract love of Shakespeare. Peter Walsh does not seem to have noticed that many of these young men are now dead or mentally or physically damaged by the war.

			

			
				When Clarissa hears of Septimus Smith’s death, she wanders into another room, looking for Lady Bruton and the Prime Minister. The room is now empty, with no sign but the imprints of the buttocks of greatness. They indicate that Lady Bruton has been sitting ‘turned deferentially’ while the Prime Minister sat ‘four-square, authoritatively’ (241). They have been discussing India—a topic which carried a complex of imperial values and anxieties in 1923.[46] In solitude, Clarissa feels a delayed response to the news of the dead soldier. ‘There was nobody. The party’s splendour fell to the floor, so strange it was to come in alone in her finery’ (241). She responds indirectly, through her party. Its splendour falls, like a discarded garment. Away from her party, in an empty room, Clarissa the hostess suddenly ceases to exist. This turns her thoughts back to Septimus’s death.

				What business had the Bradshaws to talk of death at her party? A young man had killed himself. And they talked of it at her party—the Bradshaws talked of death. He had killed himself—but how? Always her body went through it, when she was told, first, suddenly of an accident; her dress flamed, her body burnt.

			

			
				She feels the news, oddly, in her clothing, then in her body, then turns to the details of Septimus’s death. ‘He had thrown himself from a window’, she thinks. ‘Up had flashed the ground; through him, blundering, bruising, went the rusty spikes. There he lay with a thud, thud, thud, in his brain and then a suffocation of blackness’ (241).

				Clarissa then begins to mystify death and fantasises that the dead person is better off. ‘She had once thrown a shilling into the Serpentine, never anything more. But he had flung it away. They went on living […] they would grow old. A thing there was that mattered; a thing, wreathed about with chatter, defaced, obscured in her own life, let drop every day in corruption, lies, chatter. This he had preserved.’ (241). In living, one becomes corrupted, she thinks. To be dead is to avoid corruption. (The knowledge of what happens to the physical body after death is firmly suppressed.) ‘Death was defiance’, thinks Clarissa. ‘Death was an attempt to communicate, people feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded; one was alone. There was an embrace in death.’ (241–2) Two different strands of thought become entwined. Her yearning for her youth at Bourton is elided with thoughts on the death of the unknown young man. Clarissa’s romanticisation of death is an attempt to comfort herself for the happiness she feels she has lost. ‘There was an embrace in death’, she thinks, yet her own picture of Septimus’s death is quite the opposite. His body is pierced, his flesh separated. Far from being embraced, or symbolically reunited with the mother’s body (as Makiko Minow-Pinkey has suggested), Septimus is completely alone at the moment of death, separated from everyone.

				It is worth pausing on Minow-Pinkey’s analysis of Mrs Dalloway here, for, though it produces a fine Kristevan reading of the text, it does not do justice, in my opinion, to the problem of Septimus Smith. This partly derives from Minow-Pinkey’s treatment of Clarissa Dalloway as a predominantly sympathetic figure. As I have argued, the novel is also judgemental of her and of her entire class, particularly on the question of the war and its consequences, including distant events, such as the sufferings of the Armenians. We need to recognise that she is a strongly paradoxical figure. Woolf constructs her quite explicitly as someone with whom we are invited to sympathise and whom we are forced to judge. If we fail to see both aspects of her function, then we miss much of the novel’s political force. More alarmingly, we are in danger of replicating her romanticisation of Septimus’s death. This problem surfaces towards the end of Minow-Pinkey’s chapter on Mrs Dalloway. Citing the scene in which Clarissa thinks of death as a ‘defiance’ and an ‘embrace’, Minow-Pinkey writes:

			

			
				In psychoanalytic terms, the ‘embrace’ which Septimus aims at in death may be regarded as an embrace with the Mother. […] What is crucial is not how Clarissa deciphers Septimus’ suicide, but that she deciphers it, that a relation is established between the two figures. If Septimus does indeed ‘embrace’ the Mother in death, it is because he now has a ‘mother’ who acknowledges him: ‘She felt somehow very like him.’[47] 

				This reading is unduly positive, it seems to me, and makes the soldier’s death too easy to bear. It draws too much comfort from the imagined familial structure, allowing Clarissa’s self-justification and refusal to confront her own complicity to pass unchallenged. ‘The young man had killed himself’, thinks Clarissa, ‘but she did not pity him. […] She felt glad that he had done it’ (244).

				Clarissa passes through a range of emotions and memories as she considers Septimus’s death, and comes to a point in which she feels that she, rather than Septimus, is the one experiencing ‘disaster’ and ‘disgrace’. ‘It was her punishment to see sink and disappear here a man, there a woman, in this profound darkness, and she forced to stand here in her evening dress’ (243). The sinking and disappearance of Septimus is of course precisely what she has not seen, though she has pictured it in her imagination. In the midst of her party, from the safety of her wealth and position, she feels as if she is suffering a ‘punishment’. Following the representations of Septimus’s and Rezia’s suffering in the earlier parts of the book, this is surely to be read as satirical. Yet even here the novel is ambiguous. The claim that she is ‘forced to stand here in her evening dress’ might seem risible. Forced by whom? It is a childish sulk; another example of Clarissa refusing the take responsibility for her own actions. She tries to appropriate Septimus’s suffering as her own (‘her punishment’). Yet at the same time her denial of responsibility contains some truth. Uneducated, born and married into a particular class, Mrs Dalloway has few options for action. As Rachel Bowlby notes, her daughter will have many more choices in her adult life.[48] Unless Clarissa is willing to sacrifice the comforts and privileges of her class, she is in some sense ‘forced’ to stand around in an evening dress, feeling foolish.

			

			
				From imagining herself punished, Clarissa moves into a new phase of emotion, via the memory of Bourton. The next paragraph is full of terms suggesting strength and joy: ‘she had never been so happy’, ‘pleasure’, ‘triumphs’, ‘delight’ (243). Similarly, when Peter Walsh witnesses Septimus’s departure in the ambulance, he thinks, ‘Ah, but thinking became morbid, sentimental, directly one began conjuring up doctors, dead bodied; a little glow of pleasure, a sort of lust, too, over the visual impression warned one not to go on with that sort of thing any more’ (my emphasis, 198). The terms linked with death here are very similar to those found in many soldiers’ narratives of the war, discussed earlier. Following a battle or a death, the living characters gloat, celebrating the fact they are still alive. This seems to be a necessary practice of abjecting the dead; shedding the corpse from the social fabric. In the Dalloways’ London, this is not a difficult task, though the presence of a war corpse is perhaps more shocking, because more unexpected, that it might be in the war zone.

				Clarissa’s response to Septimus’s death needs to be treated with considerable caution. On the one hand she seems to appropriate the experience of his suffering; on the other, the novel keeps pointing towards some kind of parallel between the two characters who never meet. Yet in the end it is the differences, rather than the similarities, which are most important. Most significantly, Clarissa is a survivor (11), while Septimus is a victim; they occupy quite different positions in relation to the war. Clarissa has suffered, though not from the war, and she has also benefited from the ‘social system’ she actively supports.

			

			
				


				I have argued that Mrs Dalloway is partly an attack on the Dalloways, their class, and their responsibility for the war. But it is also true that Clarissa Dalloway’s character, memories, and experience are treated with considerable sympathy, as other critics have shown us. It would be all too easy to construct a purely satiric view of her, a ruling-class woman who lives in Westminster and thinks ‘it was very, very dangerous to live even one day’ (10). Instead, Woolf’s representation of Clarissa Dalloway is deeply ambivalent, placing her complexly both on the edges and at the centre of circles of real power.

				The satiric element of Mrs Dalloway can be traced through Clarissa’s attitudes towards political issues of the day: war-neurotic soldiers, the Armenian Question, the new Prime Minister. Yet even if she were keenly interested in these matters, she has very little power to do anything about them. Richard Dalloway, by contrast, is well informed and claims to be deeply concerned about human suffering. He and his government have power to deal with such issues, but fail to do so. Is this not where real responsibility lies? This in turn raises questions about gender and power in the early 1920s, shortly after the vote has been extended to women such as Clarissa Dalloway. Will women’s participation in democracy transform politics; or will it transform women? Would readers want women such as Clarissa, who cannot tell the difference between Armenia, Albania, or Turkey, to be making decisions which affect the fate of these nations? Obviously not, yet would their decisions be any worse than those made by the men they support? Would such women be different if they had direct responsibility? Through the figure of Clarissa Dalloway, the novel poses important questions about political power after the war. Taking responsibility, the novel suggests, is extremely difficult, yet it needs to be done if Britain is to avoid a repetition of the disastrous decisions which took it into the First World War. By the time the novel was published in 1925, it was becoming clear that further disasters—direct consequences of the war and its settlement—were unavoidable. As Hobsbawm comments, the peace settlements were ‘doomed from the start, and another war was therefore practically certain’ (34).
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