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Supervisor: Alan Warren Friedman

This dissertation examines the modes of individual and cultural grieving that characterize
the British literature of the Great War and its aftermath, 1914-30. Combining archival
research, cultural history, and genre theory, I identify the war literature’s expression of a
poetics of grief and grievance: one that is melancholic, in that it resists redemptive
mourning, and accusatory, in that it frequently assigns blame for war and suffering on
civilian spectators or the writer himself. In order to trace the development of the anti-
elegiac in the literature of the Great War, my dissertation provides: (a) a publication
history of the war poems of Wilfred Owen, (b) a comparison of the manipulation of the
pathetic fallacy and pastoral mode in the works of combatant poets and Virginia Woolf,
and (c) a detailed assessment of the reception of the controversial war memoirs and
novels of the late 1920s. My findings challenge the widely held assumption that the
pervasive irony and disenchantment of the literature of the Great War is primarily a
product of the historical rupture of the event. I emphasize that the ironic mode developed
during the war- and inter-war periods is an expression of personal and social anxiety
attached by writers to the subject of individual mortality. Additionally, I argue that the
literature of the Great War focuses on the limits of language that addresses atrocity, and

the instability of the idea of consolation in an era of mass, industrialized death.
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Introduction

In the period before history established the European conflict of 1914-18 to be the
“First” World War, this massive meeting of armies on the continent was deemed the
“Great” War. The adjective “great,” both accurate and ironic in describing a conflict that
produced millions of deaths, implies the monumental quality and legacy of the event. As
a historical reality, a cultural turning point, and a traumatic memory, this “Great” War
continues to fascinate historians, cultural critics, literary scholars, and the general public.
So significant is its effect that it has even been given the power to define time: Malcolm
Bradbury, for example, refers to the Great War as the “apocalypse that leads to
Modernism,” while Eric Hobsbawn defines the period prior to the War as a “long
nineteenth century” that culminates and ends in 1914.! The Great War was unique in its
scale, its synthesis of industrialization and weaponry, and its designation as the world’s
first expression of a total war that blurred the boundaries between martial and civilian
societies. It is also unique in that it generated a vast amount of literature that describes,
fictionalizes, and/or responds to the personal experiences of British soldiers serving in
modern, industrialized theaters of war—in particular, the experiences of servicemen who
endured the grim conditions of the trenches on the Western Front. My project addresses
the processes of narration and memorialization that emerge as crucial to the legacy and

understanding of this especially literary war.

1See Bradbury, “The Denuded Place: War and Form in Parade’s End and U.S.A.” and Hobsbawn, The
Age of Empire.
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It 1s impossible to study the literature of the Great War without confronting the
often quoted ‘“Preface” to his poems written by Wilfred Owen, one of the best-

remembered poets of the Generation of 1914:

This is not a book about heroes. English poetry is not yet fit to speak of them.

Nor is it about deeds, or lands, nor anything about glory, honour, might, majesty,
dominion, or power, except War.

Above all I am not concerned with Poetry.
My subject is War, and the Pity of War.
The Poetry is in the Pity.

Yet these elegies are to this generation in no sense consolatory. They may be to
the next. All a poet can do today is warn. That is why the true Poets must be
truthful.2

While many of the issues raised in Owen’s Preface are considered in this book—
elegy, consolation, the redefining of heroism, and the memorialization of the Great
War—the primary goal of my work is to designate why “pity” is the sentiment war
writers such as Owen deem most appropriate as a personal and literary response to the
experience of industrialized warfare in the early twentieth-century. The word “pity” has
many synonyms that imply a capacity for sharing the painful feelings of others:
compassion, sympathy, condolence, commiseration. In considering the scale of death and
violence ushered into the twentieth-century by trench warfare, one can easily understand
how the war writers considered in this book—most of them British junior officers

responsible for leading men into battle—would sympathize with individuals facing newly

2 Owen, Collected Poems 31.



mechanized forms of fighting. Pity, however, also suggests a slightly contemptuous
attitude toward misery or distress. When we pity someone we tacitly belittle them: it is
insulting to say someone is “pitiful.” The condescension implies a gulf in well being or
psychic capability, distancing the speaker from the object of pity. Freud, in his Instincts
and Their Vicissitudes (1924), writes that pity is a “reaction-formation”: a defensive
reaction against the guilt and self-reproach a person feels by virtue of his or her psychic
or physical superiority to the object of pity. It thus contains the contradictory impulses of
sorrow and anger.

For Owen, as for many writers seeking to describe the physical and mental
conditions of modern warfare, the Great War generates pity both as a historical event that
draws the “innocence” of the Edwardian age to a close and as an agent of personal
suffering that is experienced and witnessed. Owen indicates that the modern age ushered
in by industrialized war creates a crisis of language: the high diction of “glory” or
“honor” cannot be applied to a war that produced primarily pyrrhic victories and a
pandemic of shell-shock among the veterans of the trenches. Owen’s specific rejection of
the concept of “dominion” reverberates both politically and aesthetically. In an era of
widespread governmental censorship and propaganda, the authority of “official” rhetoric
becomes unstable: often it serves to silence actual facts about the War, or the personal
responses of those fighting it. In order to circumvent authority, trench lyricists and the
war writers of the 1920s invoke literary language—yet literary language, embedded with
tropes associated with national tradition, is manipulated. Throughout this project, I seek
to identify the ways in which war writers experiment with style and form in order to
create a modernized alternative to the existing genre of war writing that emphasized epic
narrative and enlightenment ideals. I thus find that the strategies of the war writers

considered in this book often intersect with the aesthetic goals of the leading modernist
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writers of the period: Woolf, Eliot, Pound.? Veteran war writings are frequently, and
erroneously, I believe, separated from and treated as a subgenre of literary modernism in
the fields of both modernist and Great War studies. I find this separation to be the product
of a critical tradition that interprets the “newness” of modernism as a complete break with
pre-existing literary models, and the assumption that war writers preserved a closer tie
with British national tropes than did their modernist contemporaries. My readings of both
canonical modernist works and the war writings of 1914-30 emphasize that both sets of
writers invoked and repudiated pre-existing tropes. The monumental “newness” of
modernism—much like the idea of the Great War as unprecedented radical rupture—
emerges as a mythic construction. Canonical modernists and the 1914-30 war writers
seek to upset national and literary ‘“dominion,” but they cannot do so without
acknowledging the authority against which they work.

Thus, my project in its largest frame focuses on early twentieth-century writers’
relationships to the limitations of language when expressing experiences perceived to be
“new.” These new states were largely psychological—shell shock, alienation—and
undergirded by a sense of loss. For war veterans, loss is often expressed as immediate
and realistic: loss of life, loss of limb, or loss of psychological control. Both combatant
and civilian writers, however, broaden the fatality of the Great War into larger themes of
cultural loss during the war- and post-war years. In identifying and interpreting this sense
of loss, 1 approach the years 1914-30 with attention to innovations of language that

surround constructions of grieving and elegy.

3 Bracketing the dates of literary periods, as Alan Warren Friedman argues, constitutes “convenient
fictions” (Fictional Death and the Modernist Enterprise 3). In my project [ accept a conventional
definition of modernism as a rejection of naturalism that occurs primarily between the years 1890
and 1930, though I acknowledge that these dates are approximations constantly debated. Viewing
modernism as more of an aesthetic temperament than a solidified movement, I have chosen not to
capitalize the term. Like Vincent Sherry, | view modernism as an artistic and psychological
phenomenon that included many and often conflicting strains.
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As my title suggests, I find that the poems, novels, and memoirs of 1914-30
function within a poetics of grief and grievance, sorrow and anger. The terms are not
binary: mourning for loss informs the protests made against loss, and vice versa. The war
writings of Owen, Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, and their contemporaries therefore
serve myriad functions: they express personal pain, create a dialogue with the dead,
educate the public on the realities of modern war, and respond to changes in British art
and culture that occured as modernist aesthetics gradually undermined and eclipsed
enlightenment ideologies of stability and progress.

My study of the literature of the Great War leads me to conclude that the
prominent war writers of the period expressed anxiety over the ethics embedded in the
project of recording and memorializing the tragedy of mass death and suffering. Is it
possible to do justice to the dead? What is the appropriate language for describing the
horror of modern warfare? As Arthur Lane suggests, the writers of Great War literature
seek “an adequate response” to personal and cultural loss.# Their efforts anticipate the
famous question posed by Theodor Adorno who, writing in the aftermath of the
Holocaust, asks whether language is capable of or appropriate for addressing great
atrocity. Owen, directly prior to his final embarkation to France, approached the idea of
inexpressible experience by quoting to his mother a favorite passage of his written by
Rabindranath Tagore: “When I go from hence, let this be my parting word, that what I
have seen is unsurpassable.”

I argue that, despite psychic and linguistic limitations, the canonical British
writers of the Great War created a body of literature that can be described as an effort of

productive disobedience: their poems, novels, and memoirs repeatedly defy nineteenth-

4 Lane, An Adequate Response 1.
5 See Stallworthy, Wilfred Owen 267.



century ideologies, literary forms, and models of mourning. The graphic portrayals of
trench life in the wartime poems of Owen and Sassoon, for example, circumvent the
censorship of letters during wartime, and serve as a corrective to the “official” news
coverage relayed to civilians by government-sanctioned war correspondents. By
presenting a personalized view that contrasted with the official record, these poets
transgressed set traditions that respected a strict division between martial and civilian
society. The large scale of the war, as well as British implementation of conscription in
1917, transformed the previously “professional” army into a populist one, and thus
invested individual responses to war with new validity. As I discuss in the first and
second chapters of my project, most war writers of the 1914-30 period broke boundaries
by innovating literary tropes: as Owen writes, his “elegies” are “in no sense consolatory.”
By manipulating the pastoral mode and the pathetic fallacy, poets such as Owen,
Sassoon, and Isaac Rosenberg emphasize that these tropes, usually associated with the
redemptive, “healthy” grieving described by Freud in his “Mourning and Melancholia”
(1917) fail as adequate responses to trauma and widespread death. As Jahan Ramazani
argues, poems such as Owen’s “Mental Cases” and Rosenberg’s “Break of Day in the
Trenches” restructure the genre of the elegiac in becoming paradoxically anti-elegiac.
They resist consolation and become “melancholic” in their attempts to retain, rather than
displace, the memory of the lost subject. The last chapter of my project focuses on the
retrospective novels and memoirs of the late 1920s, arguing that these works defy
orthodox rites of remembrance by refusing to uphold a sense of solemnity toward the
subjects of war and death. Works such as Graves’s Good-bye to All That (1929) and
Richard Aldington’s Death of a Hero (1929) chronicle war experience through the
employment of farce and gallows humor. Emphasizing the grim conditions of army life

and the futility of the war effort, these narratives sparked a vehement debate about the
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propriety of using humor, irony, and graphic naturalism to commemorate the experience
of the War. Though the books discussed in my third chapter outwardly emphasize a
poetics of grievance, | argue that grief underlies the farce: the irony of these books is at
its most penetrating when they discuss killing and death. Humor, which serves to distance
both the writer and reader from the topic of death, emphasizes anxiety attached to the
subject of individual mortality.

As Owen expresses in his Preface, the advent of industrial warfare in the early
twentieth century redefined the concept of heroics by negating the power of such terms as
“glory,” “honour,” or “might.” Instead of participating in cavalry charges such as those
waged in the Boer or Franco-Prussian Wars, Great War soldiers endured long and tedious
tour of duties that resulted from a strategy of attrition. Geoff Dyer, using statistical

evidence, marks the British soldier’s changed identification during the War. He writes:

Sixty per cent of casualties on the Western Front were from shell-fire, against
which shelter was the infantryman’s only defence. Artillery fire transformed the
foot soldier from an active participant in conflict to an almost passive victim of a
force unleashed randomly around him. ‘Being shelled,” Louis Simpson claimed
later, ‘is actually the main work of an infantry soldier.’®

Dyer’s observations underscore the fact that due to the mechanization of weaponry in the
early twentieth century, war was waged primarily on men rather than by men. Endurance
of violence, therefore, is newly defined as a passive model of heroism. Yet during the
Great War death tolls escalated extraordinarily, calling into question the limits that
should be placed on the efforts of endurance demanded of soldiers. As battles such as

those at the Somme and Passchendaele killed thousands of men every day, war writers

6 Dyer, The Missing of the Somme 47.



investigated the pyrrhic nature of such events. At what point are “losses” considered
“slaughter”—at what point do the ends not justify the means? New forms of death and
violence on the Western Front demanded a new set of ethical questions.

The writings considered in this book emphasize that war, particularly modern,
industrialized war, offers a setting where human beings’ relationship to death is at its
most complicated and contradictory. War turns death into a diurnal commonplace and
killing into a goal to be achieved. Murder, a criminal act according to civilian normes, is,
in battlefield situations, transformed into an art form that is studied, encouraged,
demanded, strategized, and executed according to a standard that denies the necessity for
remorse. Instead of feeling sorrow or shame for the act of killing, soldiers are encouraged
to exhibit pride. Thus the human activity of war is embedded with an irony that works
against most traditional codas of law, religion, and social harmony. As the world’s first
full expression of highly industrialized, mechanized death, the Great War deepened this
irony, bringing into question whether the alarmingly high fatality rate of the War could
be justified by the improved social conditions which were, in British nationalist rhetoric
at least, purported to be the event’s aim. As soldiers shelled in the Great War gradually
came to view themselves as victims rather than active participants in the War, combatant
poets and writers developed a poetics that combined lament for passive suffering with a
protest against such suffering. My project is to identify and investigate the literary
methods employed by writers addressing the Great War, arguing that their works do not
attempt to gain a sense of closure or consolation for the event or their personal
experiences of it. Instead, most of the war writers of the early twentieth century treat the
Great War as an open wound—one with ongoing didactic implications for individuals,
art, and culture. British literary culture’s focus on the Great War as a watershed event

demands thorough attention to the conflict’s realistic and mythologized significance.
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The methodology of this book combines archival and historical research, close
readings of works written during 1914-30, and investigation into the development of the
genre of the elegy in the early twentieth century. Building upon the view that the Great
War is an event that is largely constructed in myth and imaginative forms of
remembrance, I focus on works that received a great deal of attention upon their
publication, and continue to be discussed in scholarship: in particular, the trench lyrics of
1914-18 and the retrospective novels and memoirs published in the late 1920s and early
1930s. The war literature of 1914-30, most of it written by junior officers posted to the
conflict’s front lines, establish combat service on the Western Front as the core
imaginative experience of the War. While much insightful criticism written by scholars
such as Sandra Gilbert, Dorothy Goldman, and Sharon Ouditt extends discussion of
feminist, civilian, and colonial responses to the War, measured engagement with their
viewpoints falls outside the scope of this project. Focusing on the contribution of
personalized combatant literature to collective remembrance and the development of the
mythology of the War, I emphasize works that are considered representative and
canonical in the field of Great War literature. Within a book that also explores the
relationship between combatant literature and British modernism, I include discussion of
the works of Eliot, Pound, and in particular Virginia Woolf, whose post-war elegies
respond to and develop the sense of melancholic mourning expressed in many of the
works written by war veterans.

As previously stated, any investigation of the Great War and its literature
demands engagement with Owen’s Preface; similarly, it should address Paul Fussell’s
groundbreaking critical work, The Great War and Modern Memory (1975). Within a field
of scholarship that emphasizes memorialization, Fussell’s argument for the War as a

unique and comprehensive historical rupture has become a monument itself. My work is
9



heavily indebted to Fussell’s research, yet I depart from his methodology. By arguing for
the far-reaching cultural influence of the literature of the Great War, Fussell ambitiously
revised previously held views that defined the Great War canon as a minor literary
subgenre of specialized historical value. In Fussell’s view the War, an event of radical
historical discontinuity, is of central importance and profound impact for the “modern”
culture that follows it: modern culture is born, produced by the event. In treating the War
itself as a type of textual artifact, Fussell argues that its vocabulary and symbolic
resonance defines how the post-war world comes to be articulated in art and culture. He
considers irony to be the controlling tone that emerges from the War and its literary
treatment. Fussell reinforces his view by a thematic approach to the works of combatant
war writers, primarily Owen, Sassoon, and Graves.

As historians such as Barry Bond note, the force of Fussell’s argument for the
Great War as the genesis of modern cultural attitudes is restricted by the book’s narrow
focus on officer-class war writers and its lack of rigor in addressing wide cultural
concerns. Fussell views the War as a unique, and uniquely literary, event best approached
via texts that address combat experience specifically; as a result his Great War and
Modern Memory fails to engage with the “long and impressive . . . roster of major
innovative talents” such as Yeats, Woolf, Pound, Joyce, and Eliot, “who were not
involved with the War.” Vincent Sherry sagely comments that “the main event of
Fussell’s modernity remains unengaged by those ‘masters of the modern movement,’
who, presumably, will have developed the literary methods and sensibility requisite to

these new conditions, of which the War is the forming incident.”” Fussell maintains that

7 Sherry, The Great War and the Language of Modernism 8. Sherry’s work argues that canonical
modernists (Woolf, Eliot, Pound) engaged with the Great War as a major cultural event by
appropriating and parodying the liberal discourse that surrounded the conflict.
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the junior officers upon whom he focuses are “lesser talents—always more traditional
and technically prudent” than their canonical modernist contemporaries, yet the soldiers’
direct access to the experience of the War lends their viewpoints prophetic and enduring
power. By focusing specifically on the works of educated middle-class soldiers, The
Great War and Modern Memory fails to address the symbiotic development of modern
attitudes generated by private soldiers and high command, civilian culture, and literary
modernism.

Like The Great War and Modern Memory, my work focuses primarily on the
officer-class combatant writers of the Great War, yet I seek to place these writers within a
wide cultural context that identifies their relationship to and intersections with literary
modernism, Georgianism, neo-Georgianism, and official records of the War. Examining
publication history and the contemporary critical reception of the works of 1914-30, my
project focuses on the mythology of the War that develops during these years. My
methodology is heavily indebted to Samuel Hynes’s 4 War Imagined. While Hynes’s
work, like Fussell’s, locates the origin of the salient characteristics of the Modern
period—irony and disenchantment—in the experience of the Great War, he argues that
their development is largely a product of the imaginative construction of the War.
Responding to the frustrations of depressed economic conditions of Britain in the 1920s,
the developing Myth of the War focuses on the image of the “damaged man,” a model of
passive suffering originating in the works of Owen and Sassoon, as well as the idea of the
War as a futile, wasteful victory, a view represented in popular retrospective works such
as Robert Graves’s Good-bye to All That (1929). While Fussell argues that the War is the
historical rupture that leads to modernity, Hynes indicates that the War is constructed as
the agent of radical change that leads to modernity. I agree with Hynes’s

acknowledgment that mythology surrounds the War and its literature, and that mythology
11



should not be cast aside as a “falsification of reality,” but rather be treated as an
“imaginative version” that reveals wide cultural concerns.?

Echoing Fussell’s assumption that the Great War was a gap in history, 4 War
Imagined argues that, “By the end of the Twenties, the War Myth and the Waste Land
Myth were simply two versions of the same reality.”® Hynes assumes, therefore, that one
dominant Myth emerges from the Great War—a myth that connects the literary aims and
ironies of war writers and canonical modernist writers. Jay Winter disputes both the claim
of absolute historical rupture and the assumption of prevailing, modernist-centric modes
of remembrance in his influential Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning (1995). Using a
wide frame of cultural and historical reference, both literary and nonliterary, Winter
argues for a dense matrix of mythology and styles of memorialization at work in the war-
and post-war periods. He divides these forms of memorialization into two representative
modes: the “modern” and the “traditional.” Modernism, in Winter’s view, is best
characterized as an iconoclastic temperament that acts against tradition: he cites Eliot’s
claim that modernism provides “something stricter” than conventional art, in the effort of
“giving shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which
is contemporary history.”1? Refuting scholarship that presents “the cultural history of the
Great War as a phase in the onward ascent of modernism,” Winter argues that the angry,
melancholic “modern memory” of the early twentieth century is undercut by
“traditional,” usually populist or middle-brow, commemorative efforts that seek
consolation for the tragedy of the Great War rather than emphasizing the anxiety and

disillusion it produced.

8 Hynes, A War Imagined xi.

9 Hynes, A War Imagined 459.

10 Eliot, Ulysses, Order, and Myth. Qtd. in Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning 4.
12



Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning provides a necessary evaluation of the
modes of remembrance at work in the teens and twenties. Like Winter, I find the
construction of the War’s mythology a complicated amalgam of commemorative
efforts—many reiterating preexisting traditions, and many seeking to manipulate or
redefine traditions, to make them new. Therefore my project focuses, for example, on war
writers’ and canonical modernists’ relationships to Georgianism and Vorticism, and their
manipulation of the pastoral mode and the pathetic fallacy. I find difficulty with Winter’s
straightforward acceptance of a collective modernist effort characterized by a complete
break with preexisting literary forms. Agreeing with Jahan Ramazani’s arguments in The
Modern Elegy (1994), 1 find that, though many canonical modernists such as Eliot and
Pound professed a strict departure from older models of language, their parody or
manipulation of that language reflects a significant relationship with preexisting modes of
expression. This idea of continuity is especially reinforced in the genre of the elegy, a
topic I discuss at length in my first and second chapters. Winter’s binary construction of
“modern” and “traditional” demands refinement: within Sites of Memory, Sites of
Mourning, the term “modern” stands in for elite, highbrow literary culture, while
“traditional” seems to stand for everything that remains. Like Vincent Sherry, I find that
“tradition,” in Winter’s construction, is “charged and valorized” as a means by which a
culture in an age of widespread death comforts and resuscitates itself. Placed within a
comparative work addressing the cultures of Britain, France, and Germany, Winter’s
definition of “tradition” is capacious. The “tradition” Winter identifies applies to three
powerful and geopolitically separated nation-states that did not share a uniform culture

before the War; if they had, there might not have been a War.!! T agree with Sherry’s

11 For a discussion of the War as a conflict of culture, see Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring. Eksteins
argues that in the pre-war period Germany represented avant-garde culture and Britain represented

13



view that the term “‘Tradition’ acquires its real significance within specific locales with
particular intellectual and particular constituencies.”? I thus limit my scope of my study
to the British experience and myth-making of the War, exploring the specific “modernist”
and “traditional” responses that are situated in relationship to the literary modes
embedded in British culture.

Commemoration of the dead is the driving force behind the vast majority of
poems, novels, and memoirs produced by British war writers in 1914-30, and thus my
project is informed by scholarship that explores the technical and historical development
of the genre of the elegy in English literature. Peter Sacks’s The English Elegy (1985)
provides expansive investigation into the mythopoetic and psychoanalytic roots of the
genre. His study, however, focuses largely on pre-modern works, and emphasizes
consolation for loss as a dominant trope of the genre of the elegy. In Poetry of Mourning
(1994), Jahan Ramazani extends the discussion of the genre to the modern period,
arguing that the twentieth-century elegy is best characterized as a melancholic, rather
than redemptive, act of grief. In Ramazani’s view, twentieth-century elegists resist the
project of “healthy” mourning—a process by which an individual successfully displaces
the lost subject—and instead present a model of grieving that encompasses all the

99 Cey

“violence,” “irresolution,

29 ¢

guilt,” and “ambivalence” embedded in the experience of
living in the twentieth century.!> Ramazani’s work is author-based (his chapter on
Wilfred Owen is particularly illuminating) and his methodology is more generic than

historic. Viewing the Great War as an agent of revolutionary change in the textual

the conservative values of liberalism. Thus, while Germany may have lost the War in France in 1918,
the