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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the influence of World War I on 

American literature and its effects on the American tradition of

Literary realism. It does so through an analysis of rive war novels 

written by four American authors who had participated in the conflict 

as combatants or volunteers. These works include John Dos Passes' One 

>ian1 s Initiation— 1917 and Three Soldiers, Thomas Boyd's Through the 

Wheat, William March's Company K, and Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell to 

Arms ♦

The dissertation explores a development within the sub-genre of 

war novels from works of "witness and testimony," which were based on

the authors' personal experiences in the First World War, to more

finely crafted works of fiction, which employed carefully developed 

characterizations, plots, and themes. Especially with the first of

these war novels, those of witness and testimony, a new narrative form 

was evident. These novels such as Dos Passos' One Man1s Initiation—  

1917 and Boyd’s Through the Wheat combined elements of fiction and 

non-fiction and are near-journalistic in their presentation of events 

witnessed by the authors during the Great War. Thus, they presage the 

"non~fictionai novel" of the 1900s. With Dos Passes' Three Soldiers 

and the war novels of March and Hemingway, concern with the novel as 

art is more evident. The later war novels also employ more complex

vii



narrative points of view® This widening of perspective allows a varied 

and complex presentation of the events of the Great War, but also 

results in greater ambiguity and irony®

Another area explored in this study is the accuracy of the 

mimetic re-creation of the Great War’s conditions. Especially in the 

earliest war novels, graphic descriptions of the war's events are 

often depicted as a means of protest. However, even the later war 

novelists attempt to portray the war with some degree of verisimili

tude, and collectively, these five war novels provide an often minutely 

accurate re-creation of the First World War. Because of their use of 

mimesis, their innovative combination of fiction and non-fiction, and 

their influence on later writers, these war novels represent an 

important development in twentieth-century American literature.
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION



For a generation, it was known, with only a trace of irony, as

he "Great War," "the war to end war," "the war to make the world safe 

or democracy." Ultimately, it was not the world's greatest war, did 

tot end war, and produced no lasting world movement for democracy, but 

die First World War did mark the beginning of the modern era. In many 

respects, it was the most horrendous four years of concentrated 

)loodletting that the world has ever known, even more so than World 

Jar II, with its higher death toll, because of the macabre nature of 

its deaths caused by massed artillery and machine guns within more 

confined battle zones. When World War I erupted in August 1914, it did 

30 for no very good nor very apparent reason. Even though the assassina- 

:ion of Archduke Francis Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary on June 2.8, 

1914, has often been pointed to as the war's cause, most Europeans, 

including Emperor Francis Joseph of Europe's Dual Monarchy, who had 

lost a much unloved nephew at Sarajevo, in the mid-summer of 1914 

could not and did not see this event as the likely cause of a coming 

rforld catastrophe (Marshall 19-20). Other explanations such as 

militarism, nationalism, vain-glorious illusions of military honor, 

and Social Darwinism have all been used as reasons for the advent of 

the Great War, "yet none of this really explains why the war happened. 

It seems that people simply had grown bored and wanted a war" (Pfaff 

38A).

Whatever the war's cause, the four years and three months of
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rampant, mutual destruction that plagued the world from August 1914 to 

early November 1918 determined human history. Those years and the 

results of actions taken during them led to the deaths of millions, 

the downfall of four empires, and the rise of the United States as a 

world power. The Great War was, and must be viewed as, one of the 

central occurrences of the twentieth century:

Without that war there would have been no Bolshevik or Nazi 

revolutions. Mussolini would have undoubtedly remained a 

turbulent Socialist factional leader and publicist. His 

lethal blend of Socialist idealism with combative nationalism 

might never have happened. . . .

Without World War I, the European empires quite possibly 

would survive today. The United States might still be a 

regional power of the second rank. (Pfaff 38A)

Without the Great, W _r, too, it is doubtful that twentieth-century

literature would exhibit the variety which it does. For not only was

the First World War the most concentrated bloodletting in world

history, it was also the most literary war ever waged.

Virtually every nation whose nationals participated in the "war 

to end war"— a phrase conjured up by H.G. Wells in 1914 (Klein

2)— developed writers who published works of fiction, poetry, drama, 

and narratives based on the conflict. For example, a 1981 bibliography 

of World War I novels by Philip Hager and Desmond Taylor lists 900 

adult novels and 370 juvenile titles published in English language 

editions alone, while Catherine Reilly in a bibliography of English,
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Commonwealth, and American poets of the Great War located over 2,800

iuch poets. And Charles Genthe in a study of non-fictional American

j'ar narratives written between 1917 and 1918 found over four hundred

such non-fictional treatments of war experience. When other English

Language war memoirs, short stories, and dramas, as well as poems,

Tiernoirs, diaries, fiction, and dramas by non-English writers are

considered, the literary outpouring of the Great War can only be

described as enormous, greater than that of either the American Civil
1/Jar or World War II. That this should be so is not terribly

surprising. The First World War was for many of its participants the 

most important and most memorable event of their lives, and among the 

millions of conscripted soldiery— and this was the first war to use 

masses of drafted soldiery— and millions of Red Cross, Y.M.C.A, and 

other volunteers, were a large number of men and women with literary 

talent, or at. least literary aspirations. Yet often the literature 

these writers produced was different from chat of the previous

generation, different from the type of "romanticism" safeguarded and 

maintained in what George Santayana labeled the "Genteel Tradition." 

For this was a distinctly unromantic war with its new means of

technological death, with its machine guns, concentrated artillery 

barrages, poison gases, flame throwers, tanks, and othei forms of 

mechanized destruction.

War, of course, has been a major theme in literature since Homer, 

aut much of what was written about it until World War I emphasized 

aeroic, "romantic" concepts of warfare, which were far removed from



ctuality. In the nineteenth century, the Napoleonic, the Crimean, and 

he American Civil Wars provided what would seemingly have been more 

han ample material for writers wishing to present, a truthful rendition 

>f warfare. Yet, with the obvious exceptions of Stendahl and Tolstoy 

:>n the Napoleonic Wars and minor writers such as John DeForest and

Ambrose Bierce, who did write realistic fiction based on the American

livil War, very little in the way of unromantic treatments of war was 

published. Commenting on this dearth of verisimilitude in American 

fiction of the Civil War, David Lundberg noted that this reluctance to 

iepict war with fidelity to fact was a matter of literary convention:

By suppressing or ignoring the more repellent aspects of

their war experiences, Union and Confederate soldiers were 

probably conforming to the literary conventions of their 

time. They wrote about what they went through in a manner 

expected of them. Midcentury American writers were not in 

the habit of providing detailed descriptions of physical 

discomforts. For mid-nineteenth-century American men 

reticence about adversity, whether encountered on the

frontier or the battlefield, was probably the norm. (375) 

/ictorian sensibilities, in short, could not be assaulted by unpleasant 

actualities. And, significantly, the only major American author to 

:reat the Civil War as a subject for "realistic" fiction, to attempt 

:o explicitly depict the physical and psychological destruction of 

warfare, was Stephen Crane, who was born after the conflict had ended 

md whose Red Badge of Courage (1895) was based on his own historical
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research— a technique, incidentally, that would later be used by 

Ernest Hemingway. Crane, of course, represents an additional evolution 

in American rineteenth-century literary realism, the "slice of life" 

tradition in fiction, which arose in France with writers such as 

Gustave Flaubert and was promoted in the United States by such critics 

and authorities as William Dean Howells. This tradition of literary 

realism was expanded and strengthened in the literature of the Great 

War, which itself produced conditions that demanded an assault on the 

general population's sensibilities.

However, the First World War's impact on literature was not 

immediate, save in quantity, and with a few major exceptions, much of 

the war literature produced during the conflict itself reflected both 

the propagandists themes of the embattled nations and the genteel, 

romantic, heroic treatment of war so common throughout the nineteenth 

century from Sir Walter Scott onward, For example, Arthur Empey in his 

"non-fictional" narrative "Over the Top" by an American Soldier Who 

Went (1917) provides a view of the trenches of World War I's Western 

Front that is little more than an extended romantic fantasy, complete 

with a squad being pulled out of the line to attend the funeral of a 

fallen comrade, whose dying words were, conventionally enough, "Well, 

Yank, they've done me in. I can feel myself going West" (55), In a war 

where many of the dead were left to rot where they fell and sudden, 

violent death occurred with numbing frequency, Empey's sentimental 

funeral and stoic Briton's farewell ring more than a little hollow.

Nor did this type of glamorized, heroic treatment of warfare end



with the Armistice on November 11, 1918. As late as 1923, writers such

as Edith Wharton in her A Son at the Front— and a goodly number of

others— portrayed the Great War in terms of heroism and sacrifice for

higher truths, or as Stanley Cooperman acidly notes, . . Miss

Wharton saw American troops as Boy Scouts out on a field trip, serious

about killing Germans, gay among themselves, polite to women, and

giving their lives as a sort of good deed for the day, with the merit
2badge of 'Glory' for their reward" (42).

However, there were exceptions to this treatment of warfare as 

heroic sacrifice. One of them, The Backwash of War by Ellen N. La 

Motte (1916), provided a distinctly unromantic view of the Great War, 

gained a good deal of international notoriety, and even today raises a 

pertinent question over the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction 

in narrative. La Motte, an American, served as a volunteer nurse in 

France in 1915 and 1916, and her work, unlike the vast majority of war 

literature appearing during the conflict, is unheroic, candid, graphic, 

and bitterly satiric. Heroism is a sham: a wounded French soldier 

comments, "I was mobilized against my inclination. Now I have won the 

Medaille Militaire. My Captain won it for me. He made me brave. He had 

a revolver in his hand" (125). Her women are hardly the prim, virtuous 

beauties of the sentimental war novels: "Of course, the professional 

prostitutes from Paris aren't admitted to the War Zone, but the 

Belgian girls made such fools of themselves, the others weren't 

needed" (107). And the deaths of her soldiers are uniformly horrible:

His was a filthy death. He died after three days' cursing
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and raving. Before he died, that end of the ward smelled

foully [from gas gangrene], and his foul words, shouted at

the top of his delirious voice, echoed foully. Everyone was 

glad when it was over. (31)

The Backwash of War was received with more than a little hostility.

Immediately after its release, the book was banned in France and 

Britain, and after the United States entered the war in April 1917, it 

was banned in America as well (Genthe 101).

In addition to the unusualness of its candid portrayal of war and 

its horrors, The Backwash of War presents a major problem: although it 

is usually categorized as a non-fiction narrative, this work has 

elements which suggest the fictional. At no place, for example, does

La Motte employ an autobiographical first-person narrator; instead, 

the point of view is omniscient throughout. And this very omniscience 

allows the author to provide the reader with descriptions of incidents 

that would have been, in the circumstances existing during the First 

World War, impossible for a volunteer nurse to witness, i.e., it 

allows her to write beyond the limits of her own immediate experience. 

For example, one of The Backwash of War’s vignettes— and the work 

consists entirely of a series of sketches— is titled "La Patrie 

Reconnaissante" and concerns the death of a particularly obnoxious 

French soldier, a poilu, as the result of gas gangrene. But La Motte 

begins her description of this incident at a place she could have 

never been, an aid station immediately behind the front lines: "They 

brought him to the Poste de Secours just behind the lines, and laid



he stretcher down gently, after which the bearers stretched and 

estretched their stiffened arms, numb with his weight" (17). And she 

ollows this with a speech by the poilu addressed to the brancardiers, 

>r stretcher-bearers, which she could have never heard:

"Sales embusques!" (Dirty cowards!) he cried angrily. 

"How long is it since I have been wounded? Ten hours! For 

ten hours have I laid [sic] there, waiting for you! And then 

you come to fetch me only when it is safe! Safe for you!" 

(17-18)

In short, the division in The Backwash of War between the fictional 

and the non-fictional, between that created by the author imaginative

ly and that reported as the result of direct experience, is extremely

vague. This lack of easy definition is typical of many of the early

works on the war, as John Cruickshank noted in a study of French World

War I novels:

The immediate pressure of their subject-matter urged the 

early war novelists in the direction of documentation and 

witness. It was a pressure that left only limited room for 

conscious craftsmanship. Most writers were forced, by the 

requirements of authentic testimony, into an indeterminate 

area on the borders of autobiography and fiction. A measure 

of generic definition was lost [i.e., distinctions between 

fiction and non-fiction were blurred], but there were gains 

in terms of human conviction and a sense of actuality. (43)

But this desire to report the actuality of war, to provide "authentic
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!Stimony," with its resulting loss of generic definition points to a 

•'eater, and more important , change occurring with the writing of 

rese war narrative/novels.

Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg (The Nature of Narrative, 1966) 

rgue that narrative is composed of four main elements: the mimetic, 

he historic, the romantic, and the didactic. These components, 

riginally the basis of the epic's synthesis, developed separately 

fter the decline of the epic at the end of the classical period 

13-14). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Scholes and 

Kellogg continue, a new synthesis occurred, and the four elements— or 

nore properly, the empirical, containing the historic and mimetic, and 

;he fictional, containing the romantic and didactic— recombined to 

produce a new form, the novel (15-16). It would seem that throughout 

the nineteenth century this synthesis continued relatively unchanged, 

although writers of literary realism such as Flaubert and naturalistic 

writers such as Emile Zola tended to emphasize the mimetic and the 

historic at the expense of the romantic and, to a much lesser extent, 

at the expense of the didactic. With the novel of World War I, this 

tendency becomes even more apparent until the boundary between 

fictional literature and factual reporting of experience, often but 

not necessarily based on autobiography, becomes so indefinite that it 

is often impossible to definitively classify some individual works, 

such as Ellen N. La Motte's The Backwash of War. Also, while many of 

these war novels are didactic in the sense that their authors present 

an anti-war message or, in some cases, espouse alternative political



systems, romantic elements and the phrases, code words— honor, courage, 

duty, for example— and descriptions associated with earlier war novels, 

which often presented an inherently false image of armed conflict, are 

conspicuously absent.

John Cruickshank argues that works such as La Motte's, those 

written during the height of the First World War and soon after, 

relied on the mimetic presentation of event, on "witness and testi

mony," as a response to the Allies' propaganda war, which stressed the 

heroic role and mission of British, French, Belgian, and American 

soldiers (37). Later works on the war, written during the late 1920s 

and 1930s, are more concerned with the craft of fiction and, notes 

Cruickshank, are lacking in the "immediacy and authenticity" of the 

earlier "anti-war" novels (35). In other words, the earliest of these 

novels of "witness and testimony" tend to be all-inclusive, unrelenting

ly piling detail on unpleasant detail with little regard for the 

normal concerns of the novelist's craft such as character development, 

structure, and selectivity. At times, they verge on journalistic 

reporting, but in doing so convey a sense of accuracy in physical 

description lacking in works concerned with both developing fiction as 

art and presenting a factual portrayal of war as event:. Thus, there is 

a development within the sub-genre of the war novel from narratives 

that are strongly mimetic and near-journalistic to more finely crafted 

works of fiction.

However, it would seem that at least some concern for the mimetic 

and historic representation of physical actuality is evident in all of
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these war novels. What Cruickshank has observed is explicable in terms 

of degree: one common feature in the war narratives is an attempt to 

present fact, that is, physical reality, with fidelity. Authors, 

however, determined their re-creation of external or physical realities 

by the point of view, the perspective, they chose to employ, That 

choice would seem to have been dictated by the ideological concerxis of 

the author, and even the reception accorded individual works seems to 

have been dependent on the ideologies of readers and critics.

Because of their underlying concern with mimesis and the literary 

re-creation of the Great War's actualities, however, the World War I 

novels play a significant role in literary history. They, especially 

the earliest of them— works of "witness and testimony"— represent a 

new combination of the fictional and the non-fictional. Their concern 

with the mimetic and the historic and their shift away from the

romantic represent the emergence of a new literary form, which may not 

easily be defined or categorized. Thus, Truman Capote's boast of

having created a new form, the "non-fiction" novel, is at the very 

least exaggerated. While the author of _In Cold Blood may have devalued 

the journalist's prime goal of informing and, as William Wiegand 

observes, emphasized " . . .  a whole battery of novelistic techniques

which enforce the structure and hence meaning of the Clutter [murder] 

case," which served to promote the novelist's goals of "suggesting"

and "extending," his was but the most sensational and evident later 

attempt to combine factual event with narrative fictional form (247).

Capote's true predecessors are the anti-war novelists of the Great
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and perhaps none deserve to be recognized as such more than Ellen 

La Motte and Henri Barbusss.

Ernest Hemingway said of Barbusse' s most important novel, Le i. eu,

- Under Fire, that it was "the only good war book to come out during"

le First World War and of Barbusse that he was the first to

imonstrate " . . .  that you could protest, in anything besides poetry,

re gigantic useless slaughter and lack of even elemental intelligence

a generalship . . . from 1915 through 1917" (Men at War xvi). Even

ore than in the case of Ellen N. La Motte's The Backwash of War,

enri Barbusse's Under Fire was a strident protest against World War I

nd a tremendously controversial work. Published in late 1916 and

ased on Barbusse's front-line experience between late 1914 and early

916, Under Fire sold nearly 250,000 copies by late 1918 (Cruickshank 
39 n 201). Quickly translated into English and other languages it 

nfluenced French, British, American and other writers. John Dos 

assos, for example, on February 18, 1918, wrote friend Rumsey Marvin:

By the way get, in French if possible, Barbusse's Le

Feu— "Under Fire" in English translation. It's the only good 

book the war has produced— as I see it— the only book that 

has any frankness or fervor of portrayal. (Fourteenth 

Chronicle 146)

specially in his first novel, One Man's Initiation— 1917, Dos Passos 

ould find Under Fire a valuable resource.

Barbusse provides a graphic, unrelentingly brutal view of the

attlefields of the First World War's Western Front, so graphic that



14

descriptions approach the macabre, as when Corporal Marchal describes 

the deaths of most of his squad:

"Saturday night it was, at eleven o'clock. [Barbier] had

the top of his back taken away by a shell, . . . cut off

like a razor. Besse got a bit of shell that went clean

through his belly and stomach. Barthelemy and Baubex got it 

in the head and neck. We passed the night skedaddling up and 

down the trench at full speed, to dodge the showers [of

shrapnel]. And little Go.’.efroy— did you know him?— middle of

his body blown away. He was emptied of blood on the spot in

an instant, like a bucket kicked over. Little as he was, it 

was remarkable how much blood he had, it made a stream at

least fifty meters long." (49)

This passage, as with many of Barbusse's battle scenes, is calculated 

to depict the horror of war, but the depiction is relentlessly 

detailed for the purpose of bluntly and candidly informing the reader 

and eliciting both his or her sympathy for the embattled soldiers and 

revulsion of the war as event. "Little Godefroy— did you know him?" is 

addressed as much to Barbusse's reader as it is to his nameless 

narrator. Nor are such descriptions of the war's carnage isolated 

events in Barbusse's text; time after time, character after character 

is ruthlessly destroyed, and Barbusse spares his readers nothing. As

Hemingway observed, Under Fire was a protest against the traditional 

heroic view of warfare, a view utilized by the French and other 

governments to placate and cajole civilians into continuing to support
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the conflict, and a protest against the philosophy of a French 

military command that, with a motto of "everyone to the offensive,"

sent soldiers directly into machine gun fire armed with only rifle, 

bayonet, and elan.

However, Barbusse's novel is always based upon direct testimony, 

upon actual event, and so closely does the author adhere to the 

factual that seme incidents appear, especially to readers not familiar 

with the more obscure events on the Western Front, to be fantastic. 

For Barbusse, the demands of accurate reporting have, in effect, 

forced him to abandon the novelist's concern for selectivity, a

concern based upon the desire to avoid what appears to be improbable 

even though it be factual. Thus, in the last chapter of Under Fire,

"The Dawn," Henri Barbusse's description of the flooded battlefield—  

"There are no more trenches; those canals are the trenches enshrouded. 

It is a universal flood" (332)— and the resulting truce between French 

and German soldiers, who discuss the war and propose solutions, seem 

to the uninformed an exercise in fantasy, a lapse into romance. But, 

as John Ellis makes clear in his study of World War I trench warfare, 

Eye-Deep in Hell, Barbusse has not deviated at all from fact: "In

February 1915 in various parts of Flanders, both sides came into the 

open, and even met in no man's land, without any shots being fired 

because the trenches were completely flooded" (170). And although 

Barbusse ends Under Fire on a didactic note, an attack on nationalism—  

the author eventually became a communist and died in Moscow (King 

43)— the prime emphasis throughout the novel is on the mimetic, on, in
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ruickshank's phrase, "witness and testimony."

This same concern with the faithful rendition of actual experience 

ay be found in American fiction of the Great War, but it is 

specially evident in the earliest novels. John Dos Passes in his One 

an1 s Initiation— 1917 and Thomas Boyd in his Through the Wheat are 

cncerned primarily with a mimetic presentation of physical reality 

nd actual occurrence, and that presentation often, as with Barbusse 

nd La Motte, entails a direct protest against the technological 

rutality of the First World War. With Dos Passos' second novel, Three 

oldiers, this concern with "witness and testimony" begins to change, 

although some elements of actual events are still present in the text, 

>os Passos also attempted to construct a novel with elements of 

larrative art form, paying closer attention to traditional concerns 

;uch as character development, structure, unity, and theme. By the 

.ate 1920s and early 1930s, writers such as Ernest Hemingway in A 

''arewell to Arms and William March in Company K, while still strongly 

motivated to anchor their narratives in experience, i.e., while still 

‘mp'Loying mimesis as one of the concerns of their fiction, are also 

ceenly aware of the demands of their craft. This awareness carries 

:hem beyond the level of mere protest until, with Hemingway's A 

'arewell to Arms, the literary tradition was left with a novel that 

;uecessfully transcended the sub-genre of war literature.

What the following study proposes to do is a two-fold task: 

:irst, to examine these selected novels— One Man1s Initiation— 1917, 

through the Wheat, Three Soldiers, Company K, and A Farewell to



Arms— in terms of their development from the near-journalistic 

narratives of "witness and testimony" of the early 1920s to the final., 

more carefully crafted war literature of the late 1920s and 1930s, and 

second, to explore the relationship between fact and fiction, the use 

of mimesis, evident in these works. Such an examination should provide 

insight into changes occurring in an important area of American 

literature in the period between the wars and reveal the manner in 

which mimesis became integrally important to literature decades before 

the "new non-fictional" novel was launched. Moreover, such an 

exploration of developing narrative technique and the use of mimesis 

in these novels has an abundance of materials on which to draw.

There have, of course, been other studies of the fiction of the 

Great War, the first of them appearing in the 1920s and others 

following with some regularity in every decade since, save perhaps for 

the 1940s when the world had yet another global conflict to divert its 

attention. Most of these critical works, however, are concerned with 

European First World War fiction; World War I literature in general; 

poetry, especially British poetry of the Great War; analysis of all 

twentieth-century American wars; or the World War I writings of one 

author. Perhaps the one study which has examined the American novel 

and its relationship to the Great War most closely is Stanley 

Cooperman's World War I and the American Novel. But Coopermai's 

approach is often superficial, and he neither examines the evolution 

of this fiction from its first near-journalistic beginnings to its 

final, polished form nor analyzes the relationship between actual

17
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experience and its fictional presentation.

This is not to say that these critical works do not possess 

inherent value, both in general and as resources. Paul Fussell's The 

Great War and Modern Memory is essential to any understanding of the 

First World War; its literature, especially British literature; and 

the effect of the war on twentieth-century life. And general works,

such as Wayne Miller's An Armed America: Its Face in Fiction, which

covers American war literature of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, and Jeffrey Walsh's American War Literature 1914 to Vietnam, 

provide insightful, although somewhat brief, commentary on individual 

novelists and the novels of World War I. Other more wide-ranging

criticisms of twentieth-century literature such as Frederick Hoffman's 

The Twenties, Alfred Kazin's On Native Ground, and Maxwell Geismar's 

Writers in Crisis provide useful interpretations of the relationship

among individual authors, their works, and the effects of World Wat

Moreover, there are studies in areas outside of literary criticism 

and literary history that furnish information on the Great War's 

effect on its participants and which may be used to explore 

literature's relationship to actual experience, including Eric Leed's 

No Man's Land, a study of war's effect on personality, and Denis 

Winter's Death's Men and John Ellis's Eye-Deep in Hell, both social 

histories of the First World War. General war histories are also 

useful in placing much of the war literature in context, and among the 

more helpful are those by Henry May, S.L.A. Marshall, Rene Albrecht- 

Carrie, Captain Liddell Hart, Laurence Stallings, and Keith Robbins.
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If the Great War's effects on subsequent twentieth-century life are 

wide-ranging and ever present, perhaps none is more enduring than the 

way in which it has continued to be an object of interest in 

literature, history, psychology, and elsewhere since it ended more 

than seventy years ago.

The reasons for that enduring interest are based firmly on the 

awareness that the Great War is one of the pivotal events of the 

twentieth century, and to understand its influence and the divergent 

ways in which that influence has manifested itself, it is first 

necessary to consider the fundamental differences in the European and 

American war experience.



NOTES

Since World War II involved more nations and combatants than 

e Great War, this decline in the amount of fiction might at first 

pear incongruous. But there are clear reasons for the second 

nflict's failure to equal the First World War as a subject for 

terature. One of these is the nature of World War II's final 

solution. It is doubtful that writing about the 1939-45 conflict 

uld have been much of a priority in the most devastated parts of 

irope and Asia, especially in the decade following the end of the 

,r. It is also, of course, apparent that free literary inquiry was 

>t prized, promoted, or, for that matter, tolerated in Stalinist 

issia or those European nations under its control after the end of 

ie war. Thus, many potential writers must have been frustrated by 

:onomic and political circumstances. However, another factor would 

:em to be that, the Second World War was indeed the second; it was not 

novel human experience, as was the First World War. Particularly 

long Americans, those soldiers entering the armed services in 1941 

id early 1942 did so with a certain grim determination, an attitude 

iat was best revealed in the phrase "let's get the job done." This 

is far removed from the innocent idealism displayed in 1917 by the 

:eat War's doughboys. Among writers who bad been participants in 

>rld War I, at least some of the incentive to produce works about it

20
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springs frorr, their disillusion once their ideals had been proven 

false. World War II soldiers, on the other hand, experienced less 

delusion, having been exposed from the beginning to the twentieth

century's essential irony, as Paul Fussell notes, a product of che 

Great War itself (35).

2 Willa Cather's One of Ours is another target of Cooperman's

attack on sentimental war novelists, yet there appears to be at least

some possibility that he has misread the novel. Throughout One of

Ours, Cather's protagonist Claude Wheeler is portrayed as a victim, 

his potential, both intellectual and human, diminished by his family, 

his education, and his marriage. It seems at least possible that

Claude's military service and eventual death in World War I are 

intended to provide the final step in this reduction o! ■ otential with 

^iuude a victim— yet again— of the false, romanticized goals of the 

American war effort. This is certainly suggested by a passage near the 

end of the novel:

One by one the heroes of that war, the men of dazzling

soldiership, leave prematurely the world they have come back 

to . . .  . one by one they quietly die by their own 

hand. . . . When Claude's mother hears of these things, she

shudders and presses her hands tight over her breast. . . . 

She feels as if God had saved him from some horrible

suffering, some horrible end. For . . . she thinks these

slayers of themselves were all so like him; they were the 

ones who had hoped extravagantly,— who in order to do what
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they did had to hope extravagantly, and to believe passionate

ly. And they found they had hoped and believed too much. (390)

That Under Fire should have been published at all during World 

I with the various governments imposing strict censorship on all 

lications, and with works such as Ellen N. La Motte's being banned, 

ears to be little short of miraculous. Albert Shinz, no great 

lirer of Barbusse, suggested a possible explanation in his French 

erature of the Great War (1920): " . . .  because the minister of the 

erior was then Malvy, who was later charged with treason; Malvy 

.owed the book to pass. . ." (36). And Shinz add <vy, whom

iraenceau accused ol spreading "defeatest" propaganda, was "found 

, lty of holding communication with the enemy and sentenced to five 

irs' banishment" (36-37). Malvy's punishment was not terribly harsh 

ring a period when French soldiers and officers were shot for 

Lling to seize objectives and "for to encourage the others."

3 ,
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The Great War has left a legacy that touches upon numerous areas 

of contemporary life, from language and metaphor— e.g., "lousy" from 

the louse infected soldiers of the war's trenches and "in the trenches" 

from its battlefields— to the boundaries and political ideologies of 

modern nation-states. Until 1917, for most Americans it was something 

occurring "over there," Europe's war and Europe's problem, and as a 

result, the American war experience differed markedly from the 

European. However, the First World War did profoundly affect American

life, as it affected the rest of the world, and the soldiers and

volunteers who fought and participated in it. What must now be

examined is the difference between the European and American war

experience, the legacy of the war in America, and the personal

experiences of Thomas Boyd, John Dos Passos, William March, and Ernest 

Hemingway during the Great War.

Twentieth-Century Jihad

On the night of April 2, 1917, after Woodrow Wilson had delivered 

his war message to the American Congress— a message that would bring a 

declaration of war against Germany four days later— and after he had 

heard the cheers of first Congressmen and then onlookers on the return 

drive to the White House from Capitol Hill, the President turned to 

private secretary Joseph Tumulty and said, "Think of what it was they 

were applauding. . . .  My message today was a message of death for our
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young men. How strange it seems to applaud that" (Wilson1 s War 203). 

Wilson was, of course, right to question the act of applauding the

entry of the United States into the First World War, and events would 

soon find his concern over the deaths of young American men well- 

founded. He was, in brief, an idealistic man in an idealistic era who 

had just taken the first steps to propel the United States into a most 

unidealistic conflict. However, the war experienced by Wilson's yov ng 

men was not to be the same war known to Europeans, who at the time of 

the President's war message to Congress had already endured two years 

and eight months of conflict. For World War I, at least on the Western 

Front, was a war of three pronounced stages: a period of mobile, 

almost traditional warfare ending with the race to the sea between 

Allied and German troops in late 1914; a period of static, entrenched 

warfare from 1914 to early 1918, the classic trench war known best 

through war literature; and a final stage of movement which began in

March 1918 with German attempts at a breakthrough and ended with the 

Armistice on November 11, 1918. America would, for the most part, only

participate in the last of these three stages and thus be spared from 

the more brutal experiences of static trench warfare in Flanders and 

northern France, the Western Front.

Despite its popularity in fiction and history the Western Front 

was only one manifestation in this war, and it is important to note 

that World War I also encompassed other regional conflicts such as the 

Austrian-Italian "theatre"; the war with Russia on Germany's eastern

front; war in Serbia, Bulgaria, and Romania; the Dardanelles
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expedition; war in East Africa; naval warfare; and the desert warfare 

between Ottoman Turks and the British in Palestine and other areas of 

the middle east. As historian Keith Robbins notes in his The First 

^or id War: "Within the continental struggle were individual wars which 

had a momentum and intensity of their own and whose outcome was of 

■nore immediate significance than the outcome of the general war" (25). 

While World War I, for most Americans, would come to mean that 

conflict fought in Flanders and northern France at places like Belleau 

Wood and the Meuse-Argonne, a few volunteers and servicemen such as 

John Dos Passos and Ernest Hemingway experienced the conflict else

where, particularly in Italy in the case of these two writers.

The fact that the Great War did vary so greatly in both time and 

space creates differences within the fiction of those writers who 

experienced its varied aspects. And even when only the Western Front, 

the best known theatre of the war, is considered, there are fundamental 

differences between American and European views of the conflict: these 

include the initial response to war participation, the very nature of 

the war soldiers fought, and reasons for the sense of malaise that the 

war left in its wake, a sense of dis-ease that pervades much of the 

war fiction.

In August 1914, when Europeans flocked to their recruiters to be 

issued uniforms of khaki, field gray, and horizon blue, the view of 

the conflict that was held by the aspiring soldiery was based upon a 

romanticized, heroic concept of warfare. For the British, as Mark 

Girouard points out in The Return to Camelot, this view of warfare
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Elected a deeply ingrained concept of a chivalric existence:

"Fighting" was one of the most honourable words in the 

vocabulary. . . . The language of battle and of chivalry had 

been used to provide metaphors for every aspect of life; 

life was a battlefield on which a gent_ieman had to fight 

impure thoughts in himself, injustice or ignorance in others, 

"whatever was mean and unmanly and unrighteous in our little 

world." The approval attached to the metaphors almost 

inevitably attached itself to the basic meaning. Of course, 

the fight had to be for a good cause. (281) 

he German invasion of Belgium provided Britons with their "good

ause," and large numbers of young Englishmen, Scots, Ulstermen, and 

elshmen hurried into the ranks, being viewed by their admirers as

ypes of latter day knights and expressing themselves in language

rhich might have come directly from Le Morte d1 Arthur or Chanson de 

[q1and, as for example John Manners, killed in September 1914, 

txpressed it:

Mon ame a Dieu

Mon vie au Roi

Mon coeur aux Dames

Et honneur pour moi (Girouard 283)

[t was, as Paul Fussell in his seminal The Great War and Modern Memory 

lotes, an "essentially feudal language" (21). And, in Britain at any 

rate, where the code of heroic chivalry ran deep in the general,

aopulation, those who hesitated to mount their chargers and gallop to
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he rescue of "Little Belgium" could be and sometimes were awarded by

oung women with a white feather for cowardice when they appeared in
1ublic in Civilian dress (Marwick 50),

Steeped in the tradition of heroic romance like the British, 

rench and German civilians and soldiers responded to the beginning of 

he war with a similar enthusiasm, born of a desire for change and 

dventure:

. . . for many, it was the prospect of fighting . . . which 

held promise. Carl Zuckmayer, a German writer, had felt 

gloomy before 1914 at the prospect of his compulsory military 

service with the restriction and subordination it entailed. 

Now the army represented liberation from bourgeois narrowness 

and pettiness. It relieved him (and many of his young 

contemporaries) from worrying about the profession his 

parents expected hirn to follow. War contrasted with that 

stuffy and petrified world. Death could well lie at the end 

of the road but was only "the worst friend and enemy." In 

early August, German and French poets expressed their joy at 

leaving home, though they were fully aware that they might 

be killed within the month. For many of them there was an 

apocalyptic and transcendental dimension to what was

impending. (Robbins 17)

For many of those young heroes, death might not have appeared so 

alluring if they had known in advance just what hideous forms it could 

and would take in the four years immediately ahead.
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Although American soldiers entering the conflict nearly three 

ears later in 1917 often shared the desire for adventure evident, in 

heir European counterparts, other elements entered into the typical 

iew of the conflict displayed by the Great War's "doughboys"; these 

ncluded an inherent innocence, ignorance, and idealism.

Most Americans in 1917 had very little idea of the nature of 

uropean civilization, and what ideas they did have were frequently 

rroneous. Stanley Cooperman comments on this element of the American 

haracter in World War _I and the American Novel:

The impact of World War I must be seen not only in terms 

of the military and political realities for which soldiers 

and civilians alike were unprepared, but in terms of a 

naivete so profound as to require an act of retrospective 

imagination only a few decades afterward. It was a naivete 

in which war for most Americans was defined by the Vera Cruz 

expedition or by the picnic exercises of the local militia 

and Fourth of .July celebrations; it was a naivete in which 

educated Americans viewed Europe as the united base of 

western civilization and uneducated Americans regarded it as 

a fascinating combination of immortal traditions and sexual 

sophistications, of proud aristocracy and colorful peasantry. 

(55)

or many of these soon-to-be disillusioned young Americans, the source 

f that disillusion would rest not. only on the grim realiza- 

ion— although perhaps not as grim as that of the longer embattled
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British, Belgians, French, Germans, Italians, and others— of modern 

warfare's true nature and scope, but also on a realization that the 

Europe they had come so idealistically to defend was not the Europe 

they had envisioned, just as their ideals would be assailed by the

realization that the peace they had fought to win was not the peace

they had envisioned.

American entry into the Great War and the prevailing mood which

carried American troops over the Atlantic and on to the battlefields

of northern France were based upon a deeply ingrained sense of

idealism, what Henry May refers to as "practical idealism," the

concept that key abstract values— truth, justice, the morally right—

could be achieved and made part of human existence. When Woodrow

Wilson on April 2, 1917, delivered his war message to Congress he did

so largely because Germany had announced its intention to resume
2unrestricted submarine warfare and had in fact done so in February.

Wilson, whose views of warfare reflected the general ''romantic"

concepts of the nineteenth century and of the American "Gentee1

Tradition ," was able to comprehend neither the Great War nor the

specific problems faced by German U-boat commanders. In his war

message, for example, the President stressed the inhumane nature of

German submarine warfare:

Vessels of every kind, whatever their flag, their character, 

their cargo, their destination, their errand, have oeen 

ruthlessly sent to the bottom without warning and without 

thought of help or mercy for those on board, the vessels of
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friendly neutrals along with those of belligerents. (Wilson 

462-63)

?ever, it is difficult to see how the Germans could have failed to

ict against American sales of arms to Britain and France, particular- 

when the British blockade made it impossible for anything, including 

i-military items and food, to reach Germany, or how Germans could 

;sibly have implemented the type of humane, discriminating naval

rfare Wilson favored, particularly during a war in which British 

ssels frequently flew American colors as a form of protection
3ainst submarine attack (Simpson 40). Ideally, in the traditional 

aw of warfare held by Woodrow Wilson, the submarine was to surface, 

low passengers and crew to escape, and then sink the vessel. Earlier 

the war, German submarines attempting this noble form of warfare 

d themselves been sunk, either by shells from hidden guns or through 

mming, by armed merchantmen. Thus, Wilson with his highly idealized

ew of warfare was unable to cope with or comprehend the grim

alities of the Great War.

Nor was this sense of idealism limited only to Woodrow Wilson; it 

s, as Henry May demonstrates a fundamental element of the pre-1917 

erican "national character":

The first and central article of faith in the national 

credo was, as it always had been, the reality, certainty, 

and eternity of moral values. Words like truth, justice, 

patriotism, unselfishness, and decency were used constantly, 

without embarrassment, and ordinarily without any suggestion
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that their meaning might be only of a time and place. This 

central commitment entailed several corollaries, often stated 

and still more often taken for granted. First, most Americans 

were still certain that moral judgements applied with equal 

sureness in literature, art, politics, and all other areas. 

Second, it seemed clear that such judgements could be and 

must be applied not only to the conduct of Individuals but 

also to the doings of trusts and labor unions, cities and 

nations. Finally, and this was perhaps the most often stated 

corollary of all, the United States, as the leader in moral 

progress, had a special responsibility for moral judgement, 

even of herself. (9-10)

h such a view of its moral mission built upon this "progressive" 

alism, it is not difficult to see how easily Woodrow Wilson could 

d a nation of reform-minded zealots into a war "to make the world 

e for democracy." What does contrast sharply, however, with this 

ile acceptance of abstract values is the post-war attitude found in 

rican letters, perhaps most strongly stated by Frederic Henry's 

en quoted comment in A Farewell to Arms:

I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and

sacrifice and the expression in vain. We had heard them,

sometimes standing in the rain almost out of earshot, so

that only the shouted words came through, and had read them, 

on proclamations that were slapped up by billposters over 

other proclamations, now for a long time, and I had seen
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nothing sacred, and things that were glorious had no glory, 

and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if 

nothing was done with the meat except to bury it. (184-85) 

timately, what the First World War was to do to Americans was to 

rry them, or at least the more perceptive of them, from the 

ogressive idealism described by May to the jaded disillusion 

pressed by Hemingway.

But in the heady days of spring and summer 1917, young Americans 

rried forth to defeat the Hun, and part of the reason for the 

thusiastic desire to achieve that victory rested upon what was until 

at time the world's most well-conceived and effective propaganda 

mpaign, one which was based on an understanding of the prevailing 

ral principles, high idealism, and inherent naivete of the American 

aracter.

Beginning during the first months of the war, the Allies, and 

rticularly the British under Lord Northcliffe' s direction, developed 

propaganda organization designed to justify the war and paint their 

emies as the most savage of barbarians:

The war was made to appear one of defence against a 

menacing aggressor. The Kaiser was painted as a beast in 

human form. . . . The Germans were portrayed as only slightly 

better than . . . Genghis Khan, rapers of nuns, mutilators 

of children, and destroyers of civilization. Once the commit

ment to war had been made, an overwhelming majority of the 

nation's political. and intellectual leaders joined this



propaganda campaign. (Knight ley 82) 

le every war has its share of atrocities— and the First World War 

ved no exception with a more than sufficient number of morally 

ious acts committed by soldiers from all the participating nations—  

tales conjured up by Northcliffe and his capable staff exceeded 

thing probable or even readily imaginable. Popular tales included 

chopping off of Belgian male babies' hands to render them unfit 

future military service; the crucifixion of a Canadian soldier, or 

some versions an American nurse; and a German corpse factory where 

an bodies from the front were converted into nitrates for armaments, 

y of the atrocity stories were catalogued in the Bryce report 

lished in May 1915 shortly after the Lusitania sinking. They were 

quently circulated in the popular press and often emerged in 

eral different versions.

These tales and others were created less for the consumption of 

tish and Allied soldiers at the front, although they had some 

act there, than they were for the edification and persuasion of 

ilian populations and gullible neutrals, particularly Americans, 

ton Rascoe in a 1939 Saturday Review of Literature article "What 

y Read During the Last War" clarifies how the British propaganda 

ort was organized in the United States:

. . . the activities of Wellington House [the British 

propaganda ministry], through its luxurious hospitality to 

distinguished American writers, whom they entertained and 

took on visits to the front, through its contacts with

J 4



Americans of all degrees by author-lecturers, and through 

the ingratiating correspondence carried on by Wellington 

House writers with the 250,000 American names Sir Gilbert 

Parker and his aides culled from Who1 s Who in America and 

through all the other subtle appeals to American emotions 

and direct appeals to American passions (with the atrocity 

stories embodied in the Bryce report) were to have their 

ultimate effect. . . . (4)

In fact, the initial reaction to such atrocity tales by the American 

press was primarily to ignore or debunk them, but thanks to the steady 

efforts of the British propagandists when war with Germany did occur 

such tales were immediately resurrected and widely circulated (Ponsonby 

130-31). The end result of this effort was to create in the minds of 

most American soldiers, at least initially, and many civilians a view 

of the Great War and America's part in it as a holy war, a veritable 

jihad. On one hand, there were the invading armies of vicious "Huns," 

or "Boche," murdering, raping, mutilating, and plundering their way 

across the landscape of Belgium and northern France. Opposed to them 

were the forces of light, truth, honor, justice, and, after April 6, 

1917, the American Way, engaged in a veritable crusade, fighting for 

the morally right. This aspect of the war was often expressed by 

clergymen who either directly from their pulpits or in the United 

States among the Creel Commission's army (the American version of 

Northcliffe's propaganda machine) of some 75,000 "four minute speakers" 

thundered against the barbaric Hun and fed the wave of anti-German



36

hysteria sweeping the nation; as Stanley Cooperman notes, . . Jesus 

was dressed in khaki by clergymen who pictured the Savior as joyfully 

firing machine guns against the Hosts of Darkness. . ." (20-21).

The eventual exposure of the war fables as fables in the twenties 

would serve to deepen the sense of disillusion experienced by knowledge

able Americans. But perhaps their most damning contribution to post- 

World War I events was the measure of skepticism the atrocity tales 

later created among sophisticated persons who, remembering them, 

refused to believe or to accept the stories about World War II's very 

real atrocities, or as Paul Fussell notes:

No one can calculate the number of Jews who died in the 

Second War because of the ridicule during the twenties and 

thirties of Allied propaganda about Belgian nuns violated 

and children sadistically used. (316)

The Great War's influence continued, and continues, after it in a 

myriad of forms.

In the summer of 1917, however, American and British transports 

carried company after company of Americans east across the Atlantic to 

France where they found a war different from what they had envisioned 

and yet also different from that experienced by their European counter

parts. For by 1917, the European combatants had nearly exhausted 

themselves: to the point, in what would be one of the war's best kept 

secrets (Wilson's War 209), French soldiers in the summer of that year 

deserted their trenches and mutinied:

All at once the French poilu had enough of letting him elf
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be inarched into German machine gun fire pour la patrie.

Infantry regiments refused to attack. Red flags appeared. 

Military police ordere to suppress the mutinies were savage

ly slaughtered. In one camp behind the lines they hung

gendarmes on the meathooks in the abattoir. (Wilsons' War 209) 

The immediate cause for the French army's summer mutiny in 1917 was 

General Nivelle's suicidal attack on the German-held Chemin des Dames. 

The more important cause was the massive bloodletting in which French, 

British, Belgian, Colonial, Russian, Austrian, German, and other 

soldiers had participated since the end of mobile warfare in late

1914. From that time until March 1918 the embattled nations were 

involved in a mutual exchange of bloodshed fought out of the troglodyte 

*?orld of the trenches where "victories" were measured in terms of

neters, or at best a few kilometers, and paid for with millions—

Derhaps ten millions— of lives.

For the British, French, Belgians, and Germans the year 1915 had 

;een the disaster of the Dardanelles, the battle of Loos, and the 

second battle of Ypres where on April 22, 1915, Germany introduced the 

ise of poison gas, failing to achieve a permanent breakthrough only 

lecause of a lack of reserves and the German troops' own fear of the 

■.hlorine gas (Liddell Hart 179-80). The apogee of the Great War's

irutal warfare, however, was reached in 1916 in two battles which

apped the strength of all the contending armies: Verdun and the Somme.

More than one World War I historian has referred to Verdun as

the meat grinder," and for good reason. The total number of casual-
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ties suffered by the German and French troops who fought it between

February and December 1916 has been placed, by various authorities, at 

between six hundred thousand and one and a quarter million. Most of 

these dead and wounded died or were maimed because that was the sole 

intent of the general who planned the battle, Erich von Falkenhayn:

Falkenhayn's memorandum made military history. Never

through the ages had any great commander or strategist

proposed to vanguish an enemy by gradually bleeding him to 

death. The macabreness, the unpleasantness of its very 

imagery could only have emerged from, and was symptomatic

of, that Great War, where in their callousness, leaders 

could regard human lives as mere corpuscles. (Horne 36)

The German Field Marshall's stated objective was to force the French

into a battle and then "bleed them white," and he intentionally kept, 

at least in the early months of the battle, his own commanders from

receiving sufficient reserve troops to achieve a final victory. Yet

what Falkenhayn refused to recognize was that while France bled,

Germany hemorrhaged. At Verdun, there were no winners, but the battle

field carnage created by thousands of concentrated artillery pieces, 

by machine guns, by grenades and rifles created a scene that, while

often approached in other sectors of the Western Front, perhaps 

surpassed them all in its fundamental barbarity:

One of the first things that struck troops fresh to the

Verdun battlefield was the fearful stench of putrefaction,

"so disgusting that it almost gives a certain charm to the



odour of gas shells." The British never thought their allies 

were as tidy about burying their dead as they might be, but 

under the non-stop shelling at Verdun an attempt at burial 

not infrequently resulted in two more corpses to dispose of. 

It was safer to wrap the dead up in canvas and simply roll 

them over the parapet into the large shell-hole in the 

vicinity. There were few of these in which did not float 

some ghastly, stinking fragment of humanity. Cn the Right 

Bank several gullies were dubbed, with good cause, "La 

Ravine de La Mort," by t.ia French. Such a one, though most, 

of it in French hands, was enfiladed by a German machine gun

at each end, which exacted a steady toll. Day after day, the

German heavies pounded the corpses in this gully, until they 

were quartered, and requartered. . . .

As the weather grew warmer and the numbers of dead 

multiplied, the horror reached new peaks. The compressed 

area of the battlefield became an open cemetery in which 

every square foot contained some decomposed piece of 

flesh. . . . (Horne 175-76)

For good reason, Verdun is the best remembered battle of the Great 

War. However, on July 1, 1916, the British under Field Marshall Sir

Douglas Haig in an attempt to relieve the embattled French at Verdun, 

managed to imitate its horrors on the Somme.

On that day, Haig— of whom Dos Passos wrote, "an innocent godly

man, no new idea was ever allowed to penetrate his head" (Wilson's War
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191)— ordered the British army into an attack that resulted in sixty 

thousand casualties, one third of them dead, in the first twenty-four 

hours of the battle alone. As Keith Robbins observes, the battle could 

have— and should have— been called off at once, but Haig continued his 

attack, gaining very little in terms of territory, until mid-November 

when combined British, French, and German casualties totaled another 

million men (56-57).

Such activity in what Dos Passos called "the mincing machine" was 

missed by the majority of American soldiers— there were, of course, 

scattered American volunteers in the Allied Armies and support services 

from the start of the war— whose primary battle experience was limited 

to the last few months of the conflict. And these few months differed 

greatly from what had preceded them in terms of the nature of warfare.

From mid-March through May 1918, the Germans, with their strength 

swollen by the shifting of divisions from their eastern front where

Russia had withdrawn from the Great War following Lenin's October

Revolution, launched a series of concentrated attacks against the 

British and French positions in Flanders and northern France. German 

General Erich Ludendorff, who was in many ways the intellectual 

equivalent of Britain's Haig, envisioned first an attack on the

British at the Somme sector employing masses of troops "taking the

tactical line of least resistance" and rolling Douglas Haig’s forces 

back against the English Channel coast (Liddell Hart 368-69). This 

attack and two others first launched as diversions for the first, but 

later expanded into full offensives, met with astonishing early



41

success. The third of these offensives, struck between Soissons and 

Reims, resulted in the Second Battle of the Marne, threatened Paris

for the first time since 1914, and also saw the first concentrated 

action by American troops at Chateau Thierry (Robbins 75-76). The very 

success of Ludendorff's triple offensives proved Germany's undoing 

since it proved impossible to maintain their momentum and as Liddell 

Hart observes: "[Ludendorff] had . . . pressed each too far and too 

long, so using up his own reserves. . (374). Germany, in short,

exhausted itself with its spring 1918 offensives. But what this 

unexpected and unprecedented rapid movement of troops had done— along 

with Allied use of tanks on August 8 ("The Black Day of the German 

Army") on the Somme battlefield— was to restore the factor of movement 

to the war after more than three years of static trench warfare. Thus,

American troops on the Western Front saw their first and only real

military action, discounting some minor tours in quiet sectors during 

the previous fall and winter, in a fluid war of relatively quick

action and sizeable shifts in territory. And this relatively limited 

and, in a sense, atypical experience would affect the American reaction 

to the Great War itself.

For Europeans, the Great War began as a heroic adventure, an 

opportunity to leave the mundane civilian world and participate in 

battle for King, patrie, or Fatherland. For Americans the challenge of 

World War I was far greater: it was an opportunity to instruct the 

world on the moral precepts of democracy and American idealism. 

Ultimately, the participants in the First World War, European and
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pre-war ideals and desire for advencure. But the basis of that 

disillusion was not the same for Americans as it was for Europeans.

Particularly among those French, German, and British war novelists 

and writers who had served between 1914 and 1918, the prime sense of 

moral, emotional and psychological disaffection, the angst, displayed 

in their works arose out of the conflict itself, out of the sense of 

having lived through an experience, as at Verdun or on the Somme, that 

effectively removed them from their past lives and separated them from 

non-combatants forever, possessed as they became of a deeper, and 

foreboding, knowledge of man's capacity for organized evil. Thus, 

Erich Maria Remarque in All Quiet on the Western Front wrote:

Today we would pass through the scenes of our youth like 

travelers. We are burnt up by hard facts; like tradesmen we 

understand distinctions, and like butchers, necessities. We 

are no longer untroubled— we are indifferent. We might exist 

there; but should we really live there?

We are forlorn like children, and experienced like old 

men, we are crude and sorrowful and superficial— I believe 

we are lost. (122-23)

Moreover, Remarque's psychological state is mirrored by other 

Europeans; in a sense, using Falkenhayn's phrase, even those Europeans 

who had survived the war had been "bled white." Rene Albrecht-Carr ie 

in his The Meaning of the First World War also notes this sense of

permanent, and unwelcomed, change in Europe as a whole: "However
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happened that . . .  it was impossible to ignore or deny" (140).

For Americans, whose war experience had been so brief and so 

comparatively mild when compared to the Europeans, the. source of 

disillusion, while perhaps influenced to some degree by awareness 

gained on the battlefields of Flanders, northern France, and else

where, was caused by the peace itself: it came into being in the 

mirrored halls of Versailles. And what emerged for Americans was the 

belief that they had been intentionally misled, cruelly used:

In Keynes' favorite words, which he applied to Wilson, the 

American people had been "bamboozled," and a long roster of 

scapegoats was discovered to share the guilt of having taken 

advantage of well-intentioned and idealistic American 

innocence. There were the native dark forces, epitomized in

such figures as J.P. Morgan and his foreign loans, the

"merchants of death" callously making gain from cannon

fodder . . . , or alternatively the lies of foreign

propaganda; all had combined to take advantage of American 

trust. (Albrecht-Carrie 138)

For the United States, as a nation, this sense of betrayal meant a 

return to isolation— and a rejection of Woodrow Wilson's beloved 

League of Nations, perhaps one of the last manifestations of "prag

matic idealism."

It is, therefore, no accident that in American poet Ezra Pound's 

Hugh Selwyn Mauberley the disillusion springs not from the grim
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reality of battle but from "old men's lies";

Died some, pro patria

non "dulce" non "et decor". . .

Walked eye-deep in hell

believing in old men's lies, then unbelieving

came home, home to a lie,

home to many deceits,

home to old lies and new infamy;

usury age-old and age-thick

and liars in public places.

This sense of having been used, and of the inadequacies of the 

idealism of an older generation, was to create several fundamental 

changes in how American war veterans, and non-veterans as well, 

responded to the post-war world.

Aftereffects of the War

In The Dial of January 3, 1918, Robert Herrick, who in 1929 would 

earn a degree of infamous immortality by attacking A Farewell to Arms 

as a "dirty" book, made a penetrating observation on the probable 

effects of World War I;

We cannot think as we once thought, we cannot feel as we 

once felt, we cannot plan as we once planned. We shall know 

that we have passed into a new world of self-consciousness, 

and for good or ill the doors of the old world are closed 

upon us— forever. . . . [The war] will pass into our hearts
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and souls. And then the war, having got under our skins, 

having become part of the national consciousness, must 

inevitably pass into our literature as the larger, the more 

absorbing part of ourselves. (8)

It is, of course, doubtful that Herrick had any idea of the form that 

the Great War would take once it passed into the national consciousness 

and national literature; his response to A Farewe 11 to Arms indicates 

he was not ultimately particularly pleased with it. But pass it did, 

and its legacy was soon evident in areas of American life as diverse 

as greatly changed social mores, responses to technological innovation, 

and division within the American literary "community."

One of the Great War's most evident effects was the revolution in 

social mores that it helped to create in the 1920s, with that decade's 

prohibition, cheap gin, flappers, and promiscuous sex. An era of 

social unrest, post-war life in America stood in sharp contrast to the 

Victorian morals which guided and guarded public propriety before 

1914. The war may not have been the sole cause of this moral 

revolution— the popularity of Freudian psychology and newly won women's 

rights, too, played a part— but it was undoubtedly a major contributor, 

as Frederick Lewis Allen observes:

A whole generation had been infected by the eat-drink-and-be- 

merry-for-tomorrow-we-die spirit which accompanied the 

departure of the soldiers to the training camps and the 

fighting front. There had been an epidemic not only of 

abrupt war marriages, but of less conventional liaisons. In
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France, two million men had found themselves very close to 

filth and annihilation and very far from the American moral 

code and its defenders; prostitution had followed the flag, 

and willing mademoiselles from Armentieres had been plenti

ful; American girls sent over as nurses and war workers had 

come under the influence of continental manners and standards 

without being subject to the rigid protections thrown about 

their continental sisters of the respectable classes; and 

there had been a very widespread and very natural breakdown 

of traditional restraints and reticences and taboos. It was 

impossible for this generation to return unchanged when the 

ordeal was over. Some of them had acquired under the pressure 

of war-time conditions a new code which seemed to them quite 

defensible; millions of them had been provided with an 

emotional stimulant from which it. was not easy to taper off. 

Their torn nerves craved the anodyxxes of speed, excitement, 

and passion. (78)

The fascination with passion, excitement, and alcohol, of course, did 

not end— despite the best efforts of conservative clergy and legis

latures like Ohio's, Virginia's, and Utah's which attempted to 

legislate hem lengths and decolletage (Allen 77)— until the stock 

market crash of 1929 trumpeted the end of the Jazz Age. Before then, 

it played a part in the literature of the 1920s.

Of course, there had been movements such as that represented by 

Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis before the Great War calling for a new
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literature that was essentially more candid and more honest in 

depicting human ex perience than had been the case during the days of 

the Genteel Tradition. The Great War with its liberalizing effect on 

morals and manners intensified this development and helped to create 

an audience for authors who weren't afraid of damaging William Dean 

Howells' school girl. Malcolm Cowley in his Exile’s Return lists full 

equality for women in all things and the principle of carpe diem as 

among the new ideals of the Bohemians in Greenwich Village in the 

1920s. And F. Scott Fitzgerald not only chronicled this particular 

facet of the war's legacy in works such as This Side of Paradise, but 

at times with his wife Zelda seemed to embody it. Examples in 

literature abound with James Joyce's candid depiction of sexual and 

psychological realism as demonstrated by Leopold and Molly Bloom in 

Ulysses the most notable. Nor, of course, were such graphic representa

tions of life in art made without the opposition of the guardians of 

public morality, trained in the traditions of Victorian prudery. The 

conflict between artistic honesty and the guardians of public propriety 

continued through the twenties and continues to the present.

And at times in the twenties, considerations of the response of 

lingering Victorian prudery continued to affect art. For example, 

Hemingway and Max Perkins carried on a lengthy debate over "proper" 

language in A Farewell to Arms before its publication:

Bridges [editor of Scribner1s Magazine where the novel first 

appeared] would not allow balls, cocksucker, fuck, Jesus

Christ, shit, son of a bitch, whore, or whorehound to appear
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in the magazine. . . . Perkins, working under Scribner

policy, put back Jesus Christ, son of a bitch, whore, 

whorehound [in the hardover edition]. The other words were 

still too strong for the public in 1929. (Reynolds First War 

72)

owever, even without the problem of language, A Farewell to Arms does 

iemonstrate something of the effect of the Great War on social and 

exual mores, even if it only does so in terms of the basic relation- 

;hip between Catherine and Frederic Henry. And the new morality of the 

,920s would also seem to be a theme in other works by Hemingway during 

:he post-war period, as for example in "Soldier's Home." In this short 

itory, it would seem that at least part of the reason for Krebs' 

iiscontent is the conflict between new and pre-war morality, with its 

imphasis on those girls of such a "nice pattern": for Krebs, fresh 

:rom Europe, a nice but not the right pattern.

The Great War's influence, however, did not end with changes in 

American morality; it affected other behaviors and other attitudes as 

■jell. The relationship between literature and industrialism has always 

Deen an uneasy one, as Leo Marx has demonstrated in The Machine in the 

harden, but the First World War added new dimensions to the triadic 

relationship of man, technology, and literature. Prior to 1914, 

advances in technology had been met with general enthusiasm. Electrici

ty, the telephone, automobiles, and airplanes had recently appeared 

and had begun to revolutionize human existence. The war revealed 

another more shocking aspect of technology and science: automobiles
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became camions, tanks, and ambulances, airplanes dropped bombs. The 

whole war became, in short, a nightmare of technology g> r'S mad:

Of all the factors that had contributed tt the education 

of the novices of 1914, obviously none was more fundamental—  

for both sides— than the sickening effect that the new 

weapons of the industrial revolution had on the bodies of 

men. It was bad enough to be wounded at all, but at least a 

bullet was a relatively clean agent. If you were hit by 

either a rifle or machine gun, the chances were that either 

you were killed outright, or eventually you returned to life 

more or less in one piece. However . . . bullet wounds were 

in the minority; the greater part of casualties were caused 

by the terrible effects of shell fire. . . .  In the First 

War the crude iron of the shells . . . shattered into huge 

ragged chunks that sometimes two men would be unable to 

lift. The effect on the soft human carapace of impact with 

these whirling fragments may be imagined. . . . (Horne 65)

If bombs, machine gun bullets, and artillery shells weren't sufficient 

to impress World War I's soldiers with the dangers and murderous 

efficacy of science then poison gases and flame throwers also were 

available to add emphasis to the lesson. Thus, it is not surprising 

that the literature of the twenties should express doubt as to the 

benefits of science. Elmer Rice's expressionist play of 1923, The 

Adding Machine, appears to do just this when the protagonist "Zero,"

threatened by replacement with an adding machine, reacts by killing
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"the Boss." Similar responses to and questioning of the wisdom of 

unchecked industrialism proliferated in the 1920s:

Several writers predicted that man would finally be 

destroyed by the monster he had created. In 1925 and 1926 a 

little magazine called The Pilgrims Almanach appeared in New 

York; its object was to point out the deterioration of the 

human personality in an age of machinery and industry. "Our 

minds are so contaminated by the consciousness of utility," 

the magazine editorialized in its fourth issue, "that we 

cannot grasp the ideal motives of the men of the past who 

laid the groundwork for our civilization, simply because 

their conception of life was so much nobler than ours." 

(Hoffman 301)

Of course, such deep-seated distrust of technology was not new to 

American culture or to American literature: Hank Morgan's bloody 

destruction of Arthurian England at the end of A Connecticut Yankee in 

King Arthur1s Court suggests the same concern with the question of 

man's psychological stability and ability to control his innovations. 

Yet, with the Great War, this distrust of industrialism and science as 

expressed in literature increased in intensity and has remained a 

source of concern since 1918, as Joseph Wood Krutch illustrated in an 

article published in the 1960s: " . . .  the man of left • „ . . 

believes that the scientist sometimes denies or forgets . . . that 

science exists to serve man, not man to serve science" (201).

In addition to introducing a new code of morality and intensify-
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ing suspicions over the benefits of technology, World War I also, as 

Robert Herrick suggested it would in early 1918, "passed into oc~ 

literature." Its effects there were not as benign as Herrick and 

others of his generation had hoped and expected them to be. For the 

Great War serves as a watershed between two American generations, 

dividing the Genteel Tradition in literature, the writings of the 

older generation of authors such as William Dean Howells, from the new 

post-war literary generation of the 1920s, represented by the works of 

Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos, and others. At least a portion of 

the reason for the division arose because of the older writers' 

unfailing support in their writings and elsewhere of the Great War and 

their advocacy of it as moral, idealistic crusade. Writers such as 

Henry James, who had expressed his dismay at America's unwillingness 

to aid the allies in 1915 by becoming a British subject; Edith

Wharton, who in two novels, The Marne and A Son at the Front, had

described the war as a crusade to save noble, democratic France; and 

Willa Cather, whose One Of Ours was widely— and perhaps mistakenly—  

seen as supporting the war, had been, or were perceived as, loud 

advocates of the crusade against the dark forces of the Hun. Since 

they were necessarily only distant spectators to the war's brutal 

actuality because of age or gender, these writers often presented 

descriptions of combat lacking in verisimilitude. Ernest Hemingway, 

for example, was offended by Willa Gather's battle scene in One of 

Ours: "Do you know where it came from? The battle scene in Birth of a

Nation. . . . Poor woman, she had to get her war experience somewhere"
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(Wilson, Shores 118).

After the war, in the general re-examination of the conflict and 

its causes in which many writers and intellectuals participated, the 

older writers lost a good deal of their appeal and their credibility. 

Charles Fenton ir. "A Literary Fracture of World War I" observes this 

effect of the war and ascribes it to . . the extraordinary willing

ness of the older writers to lend their prestige and talent to the 

most bloodthirsty and archaic aspects of the war" (119). Fenton also 

notes that the older generation of writers, members for the most part 

of the National Institute of Arts and Letters, failed to keep pace 

with the changing tastes cf American readers, and were for the most 

part, because of their Victorian morality and own lack of then 

contemporary experience, unable to do so: . . it is also true that

the subsequent professional opportunities of the post-war period, 

necessarily restricted in large part to the younger writers, made the 

war in retrospect an equally painful dislocation for the senior 

generation" (119). It. was this failure to adapt to the new era, along 

with the decline of the idealism which they had advocated so strongly, 

that led to a rapid eclipse of the reputations of writers such as 

Hamlin Garland, Booth Tarkington, Bliss Perry, and others.^ Instead of 

turning to them and their works as models for emulation, the new 

generation of the 1920s, including Hemingway, Lewis, and Fitzgerald, 

looked to writers outside the then literary mainstream, such as 

Theodore Dreiser, Robert Frost, and Edgar Lee Masters, and to writers 

from America's literary past who had previously been ignored, to
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Twain, Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson (Fenton "Fracture" 131). This 

change in literary influence produced effects not only in the direction 

American literature developed after the Great War, but in the manner 

in which what was historically significant in American literature was 

perceived, i.e., in what would become the emphasis for study within 

American academic life.

But the greatest legacy of the Great War to the 1920s and 

beyond— one which perhaps served to divide the pre- and post-war 

generations of Americans and of American writers more than any other—  

is the basic, philosophical question of purpose in human existence 

which it served to emphasize. Until August 1914, the majority of 

humankind could and did believe in a steady improvement in human 

affairs, in a progress toward something that could be defined as 

simply as a "better tomorrow." For some, this included the idea that 

something provided purpose and direction in human affairs. But, as 

Paul Fussell notes, this belief and hope was severely damaged on the 

bactlefields of the war: ". . . the Great War was perhaps the last to 

be conceived as taking place within a seamless, purposeful 'history' 

involving a coherent stream of time running from past through present 

to future" (21). With its maimings and horrid deaths, the Great War 

cast the idea of progress in human affairs into permanent doubt; if 

progress brought only death and violence and increased oppression, 

what good was it, and what— if anything— controlled human destiny? 

Much of the twentieth century's tragic tone or angst, a feature of 

much that has been written in the last seventy years, was conceived, in
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of its manifestations— at places like Verdun , the Somme, the Meuse-

Argonne, and Caporetto. At places such as these, Ernest Hemingway,

Thomas Boyd, William March, and John Dos Passos encountered and

acquired modern man's sense of angst.

Ambulance Drivers and Marines

For idealistic young Americans from April 1917 to November 11, 

1918, and even earlier for some volunteers, the Great War represented 

a glorious opportunity for both adventure and the advancement oi: 

American idealism. And although the United States, like the other 

embattled nations, employed conscription in procuring a large portion 

of the two million souls who eventually made their way to the 

battlefields of Europe, an extremely large number of volunteers, many 

of whom circumvented personal physical limitations, made their way 

into, if not ^he American Expeditionary Force, then into support 

agencies such as the ambulance service and the Red Cross, or even 

foreign military organizations. For some this desire to serve, based 

apparently on both idealism and a wish not to miss what at the time 

appeared to be the new century's greatest spectacle, predates America's 

entry into the First World War. As just one example among many, poet 

Alan Seeger served with the French Foreign Legion from almost the 

beginning of the war until he romantically kept his "rendezvous with 

death" on the Somme in 1916. Even more glamorous than Seeger's death 

at the hands of German machine gunners, the fledgling French Air
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Force's Escadril le Lafayette, originally the Escaclri lie America ine 

until pressure from American isolationists forced a name change, was 

formed in April 1916 and at first consisted of only seven American 

pilots under the command of two French officers (Horne 209). Ground- 

mired foot soldiers watched the antics of the Lafayette Squadron and

other Allied and German flyers with envy; the air war was the one

component of the Great War which retained its aura of chivalry and

adventure until the very end. However, one of the greatest attractions 

for American volunteers was the ambulance service.

The Norton, the Harjes (later combined), and the American 

Ambulance Field Service were all formed in 1914 and 1915 by private 

benefactors wishing to ease the suffering of the French wounded, and 

they almost immediately attracted a host of eager, young Americans 

anxious to alleviate suffering and see the war from the driver's seat 

of a Fiat or a Ford. These American volunteers in the various 

ambulance services were highly idealistic and, for the most part, 

highly educated, at least by the World War I era's standards. Charles 

A. Fenton in his "Ambulance Drivers in France and Italy: 1914-1918" 

notes that Harvard led in number of volunteers with 325 and Yale 

followed with 187; most American universities contributed at least a 

few such volunteers, while even college preparatory and military 

schools were represented among the ambulance drivers (337-38). Among 

these individuals, there were also a large number of aspiring writers—  

it seems that virtually all the drivers kept diaries— some of whom 

would in the post-war world achieve various degrees of fame in
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iterature, criticism, and poetry. Among those so destined were E. E. 

kimmings, John Dos Passos, Ernest Hemingway, Malcolm Cowley, and a few 

.esser lights such as Harry Crosby and Robert Hillyer. As Fenton 

)bserves, in the disillusioned 1930s it was fashionable to deprecate 

:he war efforts of the ambulance men, and their particular duties did 

Leave them in a strangely spectatorial role, usually living better 

;han common infantry men while, enjoying officers' privileges and a 

Lair degree of safety. Guy Emerson Bowerman, Jr., a twenty-year-old 

Lale freshman when he volunteered for the Army's Ambulance Service in 

L9.17, displayed this curiously detached air of the uninvolved bystander 

fhen he wrote in his diary on July 18, 1918, describing a group of 

11lied soldiers being shelled: "As [the men] crouch behind a wall or 

:ree and then run wildly across the open spaces they look like nothing 

L can think of, but it so unnatural that one cannot help but believe 

:hat he is at a movie" (118). For his part, Bowerman did find that his 

>ense of active involvement increased as the war grew hotter, and 

Charles Fenton observes that nearly eight hundred former Field Service 

fien ". . . received commissions in aviation, infantry, artillery, or 

)ther branches" thus increasing their degree of participation and 

carrying the spirit of volunteerism to higher levels (335). For 

/riters sucti as Dos Passos and Hemingway, the ambulance service 

irovided an opportunity to both participate in the Great War and gain 

:xperience which they would, to varying degrees, apply to fiction.

John Dos Passos, the illegitimate son of New York attorney John 

Landolph Dos Passos and Lucy Madison, was born in 1896; his parents
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at a series of boarding schools, the future novelist entered Harvard 

in 1912 and graduated, after his mother's death in 1915, with the 

class of 1916. He sailed to Europe in October 1916 to study 

architecture in Madrid after being dissuaded by his father from 

immediately joining the Norton-Harjes ambulance unit. The death of the 

senior Dos Passos in February 1917 removed the future novelist from 

all parental control and left him free to follow his first inclination 

in the summer of 1917.

After training with the lorton-Harjes ambulance unit near Paris, 

John Dos Passos' section was transferred to a small village near 

Verdun, just in time for the Allied offensive in that sector in 1917. 

This experience in mid-August constituted Dos Passos' initiation to 

war, and as he revealed in a letter on August 23 to friend Rumsey 

Marvin, his impressions of that initiation were hardly favorable:

The war is utter damn nonsense— a vast cancer fed by lies 

and self-seeking malignity on the part of those who don't do 

the fighting.

Of all the things in this world a government is the thing 

least worth fighting for.

None of the poor devils whose mangled bodies I take to 

the hospital in my ambulance really give a damn about any of 

the aims of this ridiculous affair— They fight because they 

are too cowardly and too unimaginative not to see which way 

they ought to turn their guns—
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For God's sake . . . everything said and written and 

thought in America about the war is lies— God! They choke 

one like poison gas—  (Fourteenth Chronicle 92)

)bviously, while the experiences which were to form the basis of One 

!an' s Initiation— 1917 and, to a lesser degree, Three Soldiers were 

>eing lived, Dos Passos was already formulating attitudes which would 

Lead him to support the extreme left in the 1930s, the beginning of an 

Ideological metamorphosis that would find him championing Barry 

Joldwater in 1964.

In mid-November 1917 Dos Passos and his unit of the Norton-Harjes 

Irivers were transferred to Italy for service with the American Red 

Iross. There he wrote a letter to a Spanish friend, very much in the 

same vein as that to Rumsey Marvin. Intercepted, this letter led 

luthorities to view the future writer as being pro-German in sentiment, 

md when his enlistment expired in June 1918, Dos Passos had to return 

;o Paris to defend himself and his beliefs. It could not have been 

nuch of a defense since the final verdict was that he be given the 

choice of either being deported or voluntarily returning to America, 

ie returned, sailing for the United States on August 12 and on the 

voyage finished what was to become One Man's Initiation— 1917

F̂ourteenth Chronicle 84-85). Therefore, this is a novel written 

luring and immediately after Dos Passos had confronted the Great War. 

’ublished by Allen and Unwin in London in 1920, One Man's Initiation 

iold the disappointing total of sixty-three copies in its first six 

lonths (Fourteenth Chronicle 205). It was and remains a disappointing
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te't in terms of its aesthetic merits, but it very clearly demonstrates 

the mimetic use of the war as an event in fiction.

For his part, Dos Passos, on arriving back in the United States 

immediately enlisted in the Army Medical Corps, was shipped back to 

France, and in March 1919, like John Andrews in Three Soldiers, was 

released to attend classes at the Sorbonne.

Brief and undistinguished as John Dos Passes' war experience was, 

it did nevertheless affect him deeply, as John Rohrkemper observed in 

a 1984 article:

Not only did he publish the first important war novel by a 

combatant, but he also made the war the recurring thread 

that was to weave through his entire career. Dos Passos 

wrote four books about the war [One Man's Initiation— 1917, 

Three Soldiers, 1919, and Mr. Wilson' s War]. . . .  It would

be a mistake to explain this interest merely as the desire 

to use the war as a vehicle or backdrop; for Dos Passos the 

war always served as an important touchstone. He viewed the 

war as the most momentous event of his time, remarking many 

years afterward [in a 1962 NBC television broadcast] that 

"the 19th century came to an end in August 1914" and that a 

new era, one filled with "a great deal of evil," began with 

the war. (38)

This same deep and abiding influence by the Great War may be observed 

in the case of fellow ambulance driver and Dos Passos' friend— there 

is some slight evidence the two may have met briefly in 1918 in Italy
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With the possible exception of William Faulkner, no American

author of the twentieth century has been the object of as much

critical attention as Hemingway, and the general outline of his life,

from his birth in Oak Park to his death in 1961, is too well known to

bear yet another repetition. However, thanks in large part to 

Hemingway's tendency to re-invent, to exaggerate, his own past and his

own exploits— and perhaps as well to a tendency on the part of some

early critics to fail to distinguish between the Hemingway fictional 

protagonists and their creator— only recently has an accurate record 

of Hemingway's experiences in the First World War begun to emerge. 

About all that was clearly established for decades was what the author 

of — Farewell to Arms told Malcolm Cowley in 1948: "In the first war I 

was hurt very badly in the body, mind, and spirit, and also morally. 

The true gen fs I was hurt bad all the way through, and I was truly 

spooked at the end" ("Hemingway" 112). Despite his tendency to 

exaggerate and mislead critics, it is now evident Hemingway suffered, 

physically and very probably emotionally, as a result of his

experiences on the Piave and in Milan during 1918. However, the 

difficulty remains in determining the exact nature of those wounds and 

how precisely they were acquired.

One thing that is strikingly evident about Ernest Hemingway's war 

experience in Italy during the summer of 1918 is that it was

distressingly brief: distressing for both Hemingway and those critics 

who insisted the experiences of Frederic Henry in A Farewell to Arms
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were based on the author's own in Italy. Hemingway arrived in Italy in

June 1918 and spent a short period of two weeks or so driving an

ambulance in the Dolomites near Schio— a region so far removed from 

actual combat it was known as the "Schio Country Club" (Apprenticeship 

57). Unhappy with this non~combative and safe duty, he transferred to 

a Red Cross canteen at Fossalta, a village on the Piave River. There 

while in the trenches on July 8, 1918, most accounts agree, he was

struck by a mortar shell while handing out chocolate, cigarettes, and 

other equally prosaic items to Italian troops (Oldsey 43). Despite the 

best efforts of critics, who were misled by tales conjured up by the 

author himself, such as Charles Fenton and the editors at Scribner's 

to place him with Italian troops in October 1918, this incident 

effectively terminated Hemingway's direct experience of Great War

combat. However, the wounding also carries a certain amount of heroic 

myth, or at least uncertainty.

Numerous accounts have the badly wounded Hemingway lifting an

equally badly wounded Italian soldier to his back and making his way 

to a first aid station. Whether in fact he did so seems to be at least 

questionable. The fact that he was decorated by the Italian government 

has been used to support the account of the wounded Italian, but 

Robert W. Lewis observes in "Hemingway in Italy: Making It Up" that 

unlike other Red Cross workers who were honored for acts of valor by 

the Italians, . . Hemingway's experience was not x,rritten up and not

immediately recognized by the decorations that were commonly if not. 

casually awarded to the Americans" (215). Hemingway, in fact, did not
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receive his citations until long after the event, the Silver Medal of 

Military Valor in 1920, and as Robert Lewis notes, there was little 

unusual about the two military award> the young man did receive:

. . the silver medal was awarded to all ^eldiers who were wounded,

and . „ . the war cross . . .  to all who were engaged in action in the

war. . ." ("Hemingway in Italy" 224). Nowhere in the official Italian 

reports does there appear to be any mexition of that wounded Italian

infantryman, supposedly carried by the mortar-blasted Hemingway— they 

speak only of "generous assistance"— and his existence seems to depend 

chiefly on a letter Hemingway wrote to his parents describing the 

mortar incident and his wounds more than a month after the event. One 

of the central problems in separating biographical fact from invented 

experience in the case of Ernest Hemingway during the war and immediate

ly after is the author's tendency to spin yarns. Michael Reynolds in 

his The Young Hemingway refers to this as Hemingway's ability to

modify his experience to fit the moment: "In 1919, the age demanded 

heroes, and if his experience did not quite fit the mold, then

Hemingway would expand a bit here and there until it did fit" (21). 

What this strongly resembles, as has often been noted, is the

experience of Krebs in Hemingway's "Soldier's Home." In order to be

listened to Krebs has to lie: "His lies were quite unimportant lies 

and consisted in attributing to himself things other men had seen, 

done, or heard of, and stating as facts certain apocryphal incidents 

familiar to all soldiers" (Short Stories 146).

Even the exact nature of the young writer-to-be's wounds remains
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somewhat mysterious with most critics solemnly accepting the account 

Hemingway wrote home on August 18, 1918, from his hospital bed in Milan?

The 227 wounds I got from the trench mortar didn't hurt a 

bit at the time, only when my feet felt like I had rubber 

boots full of water on. Hot water. And my knee cap was 

acting queer. The machine gun bullet just felt like a sharp 

smack on my leg with an icy snowball. However it spilled me. 

But I got up again and got my wounded into the dug out. 

(Selected Letters 14)

Later in the same letter, Hemingway describes himself as having

carried his Italian soldier one hundred and fifty yards ". . . with

botn knees [only one was mentioned previously] shot through and my

right shoe punctured in two places." The entire incident seems to be

well on the way, only a little over a month after it occurred, to
8becoming an old soldier's yarn.

What the incident did without any doubt do was to propel the

almost twenty-year-old Ernest into a Milan hospital bed, aiid the—  

perhaps reluctant— arms of Agnes von Kurowsky. Von Kurowsky has been 

assumed by Henry Vi Hard and others to be the model for Catherine

Barkley of A Farewell *o Arms, but several Ciities, including Reynolds, 

suggest Catherine is a composite containing elements of other women in 

addition to Agnes such as Hemingway's first and second wives, Hadley

Richardson and Pauline Pfeiffer. The generally accepted view until 

recently has bean that von Kurowsky was a reluctant participant in

this seemingly harmless flirtation and Hemingway the ardent put suer.
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Lending credence to this view, in 1974 Agnes told Henry Villard, 

himself a fellow patient with Hemingway at Milan's American Red Cross 

Hospital in 1918, she " . . .  had never been that kind of a girl" ("In 

a World War I Hospital" 92).

However, Agnes von Kurowsky's war diary and her letters to

Hemingway were published by Villard and James Nagel in October 1989

and suggest that while she may very well not have been "that kind of a 

girl," the attraction between Agnes and Ernest was a good deal more 

mutual than hitherto revealed by Agnes, who told Michael Reynolds she 

misled Hemingway into believing she would marry him to save him from 

being corrupted in Europe. Reynolds, to his credit, found the 

explanation "almost too self-sacrificing" (First War 207). The first

indication of any mutual attraction is noted in a diary entry for

Monday, August 26, 1918:

Ernest Hemingway is getting earnest. He was talking last 

night of what might be if he was 26-28. In some ways— at 

some times— I wish very much that he was. He is adorable and 

we are very congenial in every way. I'm getting so confused 

in my heart and mind I don't know how I'll end up. (In Love 

and War 72-73)

In mid-October, Agnes was reassigned during an influenza epidemic, and 

her letters to Hemingway contain a degree of romantic commitment 

guaranteed to shock those critics who thought they knew the limits of 

this romance:

October 21-22 [1918]
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Miss Jessup thinks that you are merely an infatuated youth,

whom I allow to write me, and I've let her think so— for

reasons of state , You must never think I am ashamed of you.

Why, some times I'm so proud of you, and the fact that you

love me, that I want to blurt it all out , and just have to

hold on tight, so it won't get out. That is our war-

sacrifice, bambino mio, to keep our secrets to ourselves—  

but, so long as you have no secrets from me, and I have none 

from you (at least, I can't think of anything you don't know 

already) why, we should worry about whether the old world

knows. Ard I'm afraid the world doesn't understand everything$
anyhow, and would make very harsh criticisms. But dopo la 

guerra [after the war]— we should worry about

criticism, . . . Peace is going to mean a lot more to us

than it did wThen we first came over, n ' est-ce-pas? (In Love 

and War 107-08)

If the content of these letters weren't available to convince a reader 

that Agnes von Kurowsky did indeed have some emotional attachment to

Ernest Hemingway in the autumn and winter of 1918, then their 

salutations— "Kid, My Kid" [Hemingway's nickname], "Ernie, my dearest," 

"Ernie, my darling"— and their closings— "Yours only," "Yours very 

securely," "Yours, Mrs, Kid"— would be sufficient.

But, by early March 1919, the romance was over, and the letter 

Agnes von Kurowsky sent Hemingway, who had returned to the United

States in January, must have cut deeply:
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So Kid (still Kid to me, and always will be) can you 

forgive me some day for unwittingly deceiving you? You know 

I'm not really bad, and don't mean to do wrong, and now I 

realize it was my fault in the beginning you cared for me, 

and regret it from the bottom of my heart. But, I am now and 

always will be too old, and that's the truth, and I can't 

get away from the fact that you're just a boy— a kid. (In 

Love and War 163)

The closing on this letter, by the way, is "Ever admiringly and 

fondly, Your Friend." The reason for this change of heart was that 

Agnes had fallen in love with an Italian officer she expected to 

marry, but didn’t. Hemingway, for his part, didn't take rejection 

well, writing Elsie MacDonald, according to Henry Villard, . . that

he had hoped Agnes would stumble and break all her front teeth when 

she stepped off the boat in New York" (Tn Love and War 44). As to the 

degree of intimacy between them, despite the warm tone of Agnes' 

letters— Hemingway's to her were destroyed— James Nagel is probably 

correct when he suggests that both Ernest and Agnes were sexual 

innocents, still at this time adhering to a soon to be obsolete code 

of Victorian morality (Tn Love and War 261).

Thus, Hemingway in his nine-month tour of the war in Italy, only 

six days of which were spent under what might properly be called 

combat conditions, experienced two shattering woundings, one physical 

and one emotional. At least to some extent, they would reappear in his 

fiction in different guises. If experience does indeed teach, then



67

Italy for Hemingway had proven a highly instructive tour of duty, as 

Michael Reynolds has observed:

From the Italian war he brought back a pistol and a 

bottle of kunimel shaped like a bear: authentic trophies. In 

his damaged leg he still carried bits of metal, equally 

authentic. If the war had not been so glorious as advertised, 

its true experience was still instructional: the whores in 

the government brothels who teased him for blushing; the 

taste of grappa; the faces of men bleeding to death; the 

sound of in-coming artillery; the blue eyes of a nurse; the 

smell of his own blood; the way dead bodies bloated in the 

sun. In less than a year he had become a charter member of 

modern times. (Young Hemingway 31)

And Reynolds might have added that for the next decade, Ernest 

Hemingway would use those experiences in several short stories and one 

fine novel that very much helped to define the period between the 

world wars.

However, not all the volunteers who streamed across the Atlantic 

occupied the driver's seat of a Fiat or a Ford ambulance; some of 

them, anxious to experience the adventure of the First World War more 

directly, to serve American idealism more completely, simply enlisted 

in combat units, the United States Army, the Navy, or the Marines. 

Such was the case with Thomas Boyd and William March, whose ex

periences during the Great War are so nearly identical it almost seems
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possible that they could have met on the battlefields of northern 

France.

Thomas Boya is a shadowy figure. The author of four biographies,

five novels, and a collection of short stories in a brief twelve year
9career, he has been the subject of very little criticism. Yet, his 

first novel, Through the Wheat, was once called " . . .  probably the

most authentic novel yet written by an American about the war" by

Edmund Wilson (Bruccoli 276). His life was nearly as brief as it is

unexamined.

Born in Defiance, Ohio, in 1898, Boyd left high school before 

graduation to fight with the Marines in the Great War, or as he

phrased it in an autobiographical note written shortly before his 

death in 1935:

When I was eighteen, I volunteered in the Marines and was 

with the Second Divison A.E.F., of which the Marines were a 

part, from the time it was formed until I was put out of

action on October 6, 1918, at Blanc Mont by a gas shell.

(Wilson Bulletin 170)

Boyd's military experience prior to Blanc Mont included actions at

Verdun (not to be confused with the French-German slaughter of 1916), 

Belleau Wood, Soisson, and St. Mihiel. At Belleau Wood, he earned the 

Croix de Guerre (Vecchi 81). It was, in effect, the typical American

doughboy's experience, the abbreviated chain of battles fought by the 

American Expeditionary Force in 1918. It is also the same chain of

battles that William Hicks, the protagonist of Through the Wheat, is
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involved in.

After leaving the army in 1919, Boyd worked for the St. Paul 

Daily News in St. Paul, Minnesota. He was also a part-owner of the 

Kilmarnock Bookstore at Fourth and Minnesota in the same city, and 

there sometime in the early 1920s he met F. Scott Fitzgerald. It was 

Fitzgerald who convinced Max Perkins at Scribner's to re-examine the 

already rejected manuscript of Through the Wheat and thus both salvaged 

and launched Boyd's literary career (Vecchi 81-82).

Yet it seems that Fitzgerald did not hold a particularly warm 

personal view of Boyd or a particularly high regard for his literary 

talents, as one of the few articles on the nearly forgotten author— J. 

Albert Robbins' "Fitzgerald and the Simple Inarticulate Farmer"— makes 

abundantly apparent:

As you know despite my admiration for Through the Wheat, 

I haven't an enormous faith in Thomas Boyd either as a 

personality or an artist— as I have, say, in E. E. Cummings 

and Hernminway [sic]. His ignorance, his presumptuous 

intolerance, and his careless grossness which he cultivates 

for vitality as a man might nurse along a dandelion with the 

hope it would turn out to be an onion, have always annoyed 

me. (366)

If Fitzgerald's assessment of Boyd's talent in this letter written to 

Max Perkins in 1925 was correct, it is perhaps not surprising that 

with the exception of his World War I literature, Boyd and his works 

have largely vanished from literary memory.
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Thomas Boyd wasn't around very long to annoy F. Scott Fitzgerald, 

personally or artistically. After moving to Vermont and running 

unsuccessfully as a communist candidate for governor of that state in 

1934, he collapsed and, very shortly after, died of an apparent 

cerebral hemorrhage in early 1935 while on a trip to see his publisher 

in hew York.

William March enjoys a somewhat greater literary reputation than 

Thomas Boyd, although he published about the same amount of literature. 

One reason for this is that in the 1970s March criticism underwent a 

small regional revival in the south, particularly in Alabama.1  ̂ The 

revival was not unwarranted: March, especially in his later works, 

developed into a gifted writer.

The name March was a nom de plume adopted by the writer, William 

Edward Campbell, from his mother's maiden name. The son of an Alabama 

lumberman, March left school at fourteen, although he later attended a 

business college, spent a year at Valparaiso University in Indiana, 

and worked in a Mobile, Alabama, law office. Like Thomas Boyd, in 

1917, March joined the Marines and fought in the same series of 

battles: Verdun, Chateau Thierry, Belleau Woods, Soissons, and Blanc 

Me , And like Boyd, he received the Croix de Guerre, but he also was 

aw -ded a Distinguished Service Cross and Navy Cross. March seems to 

have quickly been disillusioned of his idealism and any heroic miscon

ceptions about war, writing his family from occupied Germany in 1919 

". . . that he had seen things too hard to forget" and informing them 

on his return " . . .  that the first thing the front line knocks out of
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a man is his conceit— war deals in elernentals" (Going 432-33). As a 

result of his war experiences he also suffered a life-long series of 

psychological problems (Simmonds, "William March" 191).

After the war, March became an officer in the Waterman Steamship 

Company, spending much of his time in first New York and then briefly 

London. In 1933, he published his first novel, Company K, which it 

seems may very well be based upon some of those "things too hard to 

forget." After 1938, William March devoted himself entirely to his 

writing, living in New York until 1952 when he moved to New Orleans, 

dying there in 1954. In addition to Company K and about seventy short 

stories, many of them set during World War I, March wrote five other 

novels. Two of these, The Looking Glass (1943) and The Bad Seed 

(1954), were especially well received (Simmonds "William March" 192-93).

Dos Passos, Boyd, March, and Hemingway each experienced the Great 

War in 1917-1918, but their exposure to the physical actualities of 

combat and the grimmer aspects of the conflict varied greatly. The 

fiction that they produced reflects their personal experiences, but it 

does so to varying degrees. The very first war novels, Dos Passos' One 

Man1 s Initiation— 1917 and Boyd's Through the Wheat, tend to be works 

based closely on autobiographical experiences, examples of "witness 

and testimony." With Dos Passos1 Three Soldiers in 1923, the emphasis 

begins to shift; although some autobiographical elements are present, 

greater concern for traditional elements of narrative, i.e., character, 

structure, and theme, is apparent. By the end of the 1920s and in the 

early 1930s, novels such as Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms and March's
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Company K, while still seeking to present the war realistically, in 

mimetic terms, are also concerned with achieving artistic quality. 

Rather than being simple journalistic accounts or protests against the 

Great War, they strive to be works of literary art. It is this 

development which must next be examined.



NOTES

Male/female attitudes toward the Great War provide an inter

esting area of study and contrast. Those British women handing out 

feathers for cowardice to young men soon created a good deal of 

hostility in the men who accepted the challenge and rushed off to 

Flanders, northern France, and elsewhere for the glorious opportunity 

to die. One problem stemmed from the indiscriminate nature of sik 

"featherings." Denis Winter notes in Death1s Men that "Fitzclarence, 

leader of the Worcesters in their crucial bayonet charge at Gheluve.it 

during 1st Ypres, was presented with a white feather on his next home 

leave while in civvies" (167).

Another female/male area of contention concerned the question of 

social advancement. While British and other men fought and died in the 

trenches, women rushed into areas of employment, in war and other 

industries, that had previously not employed them, often at highly 

inflated wages. As Sandra M. Gilbert notes in a 1983 article in Signs, 

many women dreaded the end of the war, and it had a profound effect on 

women's roles in the twentieth century: "Nothing would ever be the 

same again. But no war would ever function, either, the way this Great 

War had, as a battle of the sexes which initiated 'the first hour in 

history for the women of the world'" (449).

While Germany's resumption of unlimited submarine warfare was2

73
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the immediate cause of the United States' entry into the war— and the 

German high command knew bow their actions would be received by the 

American government— the other great catalyst for America's declaration 

was the incredibly stupid Zimmerman telegram, which was exposed by the 

American press in March 1917 and which revealed a plot to embroil the. 

United States in a war with Mexico should Germany find itself at war 

with the former. This incident is explored most completely in Barbara 

Tuchman's The Zimmerman Telegram.

3 A number of questions, moral and otherwise, arise over the use 

of submarine warfare by Germany during World War I. One of the 

strangest cases, of course, is the Lusitania sinking in 1915, as 

Stanley Cooperman observes:

Shortly before the sinking, for example, Sir Edward Grey 

asked Colonel House [Woodrow Wilson's personal envoy] what 

would happen if an "ocean liner" were sent to the bottom. "A 

flame of indignation would sweep across America xvhich would 

in itself carry us into the war," Colonel House replied. The 

sinking of the Lusitania, then, had been envisioned before 

the event. The liner herself was carrying six million rounds 

of small-arms ammunition; German warnings, and the repeated 

pleas of men like Bryan that a ship carrying countraband 

should not rely upon passengers to protect her from attack 

were ignored. And the course of the Lusitania was most 

peculiar: completely without convoy protection, she made no 

use of the zigzag, which by then had become standard for



ships in enemy waters, but hugged areas which were known to 

be favorites for German submarines. (17) 

aerica did erupt in "a flame of indignation," but Woodrow Wilson's 

eclaration of being "too proud to fight" (Teddy Roosevelt wasn't) and 

errnan renunciation of unlimited submarine warfare halted the crisis, 

rofessional military men responded differently than the politicians, 

owever, and British Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher wrote German 

dmiral von Tirpitz— the two carried on a secret correspondence-— on 

arch 29, 1916, "I don't blame you for the submarine business; I'd 

ave done exactly the same myself" (Simpson 18).

4 Fusseli treats some of these tales as myths developed in the 

renches by soldiers who romanticized the events around them. Perhaps 

n the case of the crucified Canadian (or whomever), Fusseli's argument 

hat the myth grew out of the ". . . insistent visual realities of the 

ront," i.e., that the tale was based on soldiers' distant or obscured 

ightings of crucifixion cavalries erected at Belgian and French 

rossroads, carries some weight (117-13). Yet it would appear a 

istinction should be made between those tales manufactured "out of 

hole cloth" by Northcliffe's writers and widely believed fables such 

s the Golden Virgin on the Basilica at Albert whose fall was thought 

o indicate the end of the war, or the identity of the eventual winner.

The author of The Great War and Modern Memory also may be 

Lstaken when he states, ". . .no one knows who it was who contrived 

ne German Corpse-Rendering Works, or Tallow Factory" (116). John Dos 

issos in Mr. Wilson1 s War, only one of several writers on the war who
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tas noted the birth of this particular atrocity story, observes:

General Charteris, a British intelligence officer in France, 

snipped off the caption of a German photograph of dead 

horses being taken to a rendering plant and pasted it on a 

photograph of a trainload of human corpses being removed 

from the front for burial- The German explanation that the 

word kadaveren [sic] in their language only referred to 

animal corpses made no impression on the Allied press. (126)

5 One feature of the Great War is its simple lack of competent 

commanding generals. Only a few stand out as having possessed anything 

nore than the right family or personal connections. Among the Germans, 

mly Hoffman who engineered the early victory at Tannenberg appears to 

lave been capable. The French, after experimenting with a host of 

failures, found two reasonably competent commanders in Petain, who was 

disgraced during World War II, and Foch. Pershing, for the Americans, 

it least according to the testimony presented by Laurence Stallings in 

Ihe Doughboys, was far more aware of events and in control of actions 

'.han any of his colleagues or enemies.

In addition to the ultimate failure caused by the initial 

success of Ludendorff's spring 1918 offensives, German Major Hermann 

/on Gierhl in a 1922 article published in the Infantry Journal 

suggests another explanation for German collapse in 1918:

. . . influenza broke out in the form of an army epidemic in 

May— a disease which was usually harmless at its first

appearance, but nevertheless weakened the soldiers and



rendered them incapable of fighting for about a fortnight. 

The epidemic raged with such severity that the number of men 

absent at one time from a single division often amounted to 

from 1,000 to 2,000. (146)

And if this disease weren't enough to reduce the fighting effective

ness of German troops in 1918, malnutrition, shortages, and the much 

reduced quality of manpower— many of Germany's finest troops lay dead 

at places like Verdun— were.

Not every American writer or every American intellectual 

subscribed to America's idealistic mission in World War I. War fever 

burned hottest in New England and cooled markedly westward from the 

Atlantic. Certainly one voice of restraint was that of Randolph Bourne 

who in June 1917 attacked the wave of hysteria sweeping the nation and 

his fellow intellectuals who "have identified themselves with the 

least democratic forces in American life," adding "idealism should be 

kept for what is ideal" (5, 8).
g

Hemingway in later wars did actively, perhaps too actively, 

pursue what appears to be heroic and dangerous action. William S. 

White in his autobiography, The Making of a Journalist, describes an 

incident in which Hemingway and his "Guerrillas, perhaps a dozen 

French youths . . . put into American fatigues and armed with American 

weapons," attacked three German tanks during the Second World War:

At one point in this zany but rather sticky affair, 

Hemingway went up to a French colonel and tried to tell him 

that the Hemingway Guerrillas, who were operating on the
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division's right Clank, had spotted three German tanks 

hulking behind an abandoned airdome just up the road. The 

colonel grandly and preemptorily waved Hemingway aside. Where

upon Hemingway and his guerrillas broke off to their right, 

shortly put a bazooka into action and knocked out at least 

one German tank. I did not see what happened to the other 

two, and I never later asked Hemingway about them. (115-16)

9 Boyd's works include four novels in addition to Through the 

beat. These were The Dark Cloud (1924), about the American revolu- 

ion; Samuel Drummond (1925), on the life-style of American farmers 

rom the mid-1800s to the 1920s; Shadow of the Long Knives (1928), a 

istorical romance; and In Time of Peace (1935), a sequel to Through 

he Wheat. Point of Honor (1925) is a collection of short stories, 

any of them about World War I. The biographies include Simon Girty, 

he White Savage (1928); Mad Anthony Wayne (1929); Light-horse Harry 

ee (1931); and Poor John Fitch, Inventor of the Steamboat (1935).

^  Particularly valuable as a source for March criticism is Roy 

. Simmonds1 "A William March Checklist" published in the Mississippi 

uarterly, volume 28, Fall 1975: 461-88. Simmonds appears to be one of

he more prolific March critics.
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The first American novels based on World War I and written by 

participants in the conflict tended like the narratives of La Motte 

and Barbusse to be near-journalistic renditions of autobiographic 

experience. Their primary concern was with reporting the war as event, 

with telling the "truth" as their veteran-authors had experienced and 

perceived it. In one of the first of the Great War's narratives of 

"witness and testimony," Under Fire, Henri Barbusse's nameless writer- 

narrator reveals his purpose in response to a question from the poilu 

Barque: " . . .  I shall talk about you, and about the boys, and about 

our life" (174). He also promises to put "the big words [i.e., candid 

language] in their place . . . for they're the truth" (175). Thus, for 

Barbusse and early American writers on the First World War such as 

John Dos Passos and Thomas Boyd, the most important element of their 

war literature is its reporting of the war as event, the mimetic 

re-creation of their personal experience in narrative. While this 

concern necessarily restricts development of plot and character, it 

also greatly limits the point of view in these early war narratives, 

and one aspect of the American World War I novels as a whole involves 

the evolution of point of view from the simple, direct perspective of 

the single protagonist of works such as John Dos Passos' One Man' s 

Initiation— 1917 to infinitely more complex perspectives in the works 

of William March and Ernest Hemingway.

John Dos Passes' second novel on the Great War, Three Soldiers, 

is a transitional work in the evolution of American war fiction from 

near-journalistic accounts of witness and testimony to the more finely
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crafted works of fiction written in the late 1920's and early 1930's. 

In Three Soldiers, Dos Passos began to go beyond the mimetic use of 

experience and develop more carefully polished narrative techniques 

evident in his use of plot, character, and more complex point of view. 

By 1929, with works such as Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms, the war 

novel demonstrates fully polished literary craftsmanship; Hemingway's 

novel manages to transcend the war fiction sub-genre and become 

something more complex, more broad in its appeal, and more enduring. 

This development in the American war novel may be illustrated through 

an examination of the war novels written by John Dos Passos, Thomas 

Boyd, William March, and Ernest Hemingway.

Novels of Witness and Testimony

Writing in the introduction of his 1942 collection of war prose, 

Men at War, Ernest Hemingway observed of John Dos Passos' Three

Soldiers that the novel, ". . . written under the influence of

Barbusse , was the first attempt at a realistic book about the war

written by an American," adding "in spite of its great merit . . , it

did not stand up" (xvi). Hemingway was correct in his assessment of

Barbusse's influence on John Dos Passos' early fiction, but the faults 

he believed were apparent in Three Soldiers could more properly have

been ascribed to Dos Passos' first nove1 Man' s It._____ ; i / ,

which, published in 1920, a year before Three Soldiers, was the actual 

first attempt at a "realistic"— and Hemingway appears to use this term 

in the sense of a work demonstrating verisimilitude— World War I novel
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by an American. For, like Barbusse's Under Fire, One Man's Initiation—  

1 9 17 clearly was, in addition to a very evident publishing failure, a 

narrative of "witness and testimony," written by Dos Passos during his 

ambulance service in Europe and immediately after. As such, this first 

novel shares both the virtues and vices of other works of witness and 

testimony noted by John Cruickshank in his Variations on Catastrophe: 

while such works may provide a sense of "immediacy" and "conviction" 

and may because of their concern for describing explicit detail and 

inclusiveness in narrating events provide a sense of physical actuali

ty, their degree of literary craftsmanship is limited, their mastery 

of the basic techniques of the novelist underdeveloped (4J). The 

failure to endure as literature, to "stand up," that Hemingway thought 

he detected in Three Soldiers would seem to result from this failure 

in artistic craftsmanship and also would seem more properly to apply 

to such texts as One Man1s Initiation— 1917 and Thomas Boyd's World 

War I novel Through the Wheat.

If works of witness and testimony do not, in fact, succeed in 

displaying literary craftsmanship, it should be possible to first 

ascertain their dependence on actual experience, the source of evidence

for the author-witness, and secondly how they function, or do not 

function, in terms of basic narrative techniques: plot, character, 

point of view, and thematic content.

Writing about One Man1s Initiation— 1917, Joseph Warren Beach in 

his American Fiction: 1920-1940 commented: "One suspects that the name

Martin Howe is almost the only fictitious feature of the book" (29). A



comparison of the novel with Dos Passes' letters and diary in The

Fourteenth Chronicle finds Beach's suspicions well-founded. In fact, 

the correlation between events recorded in the diary and letters and 

incidents in One Man1s Initiation— 1917 make it apparent that the 

former, at least at times, must have served as a resource for the 

latter. In Chapter I of the novel, for example, Dos Passes inter

polates a song into his narrative. While the first impression on the 

reader is that this is a forerunner of the "newsreel" technique the 

author was to develop at greater length in the U.S.A. trilogy, an 

examination of the diary reveals the same song, recorded as an entry 

for June 20, 1917, when young Dos Passos was on the Atlantic steaming

for France:

La traversee— smoking room crap games. Singing. Champagne—  

"For we're bound for the Hamburg show to 

see the elephant and the wild kangaroo"

"God help Kaiser Bill 

God help Kai ser Bill 

Oh old Uncle Sam,

He's got the infantry

He's got the cavalry

He's got the artillery. . .

Then by God we'll all go to Germany

And God help Kaiser Bill."

(Fourteenth Chronicle 85) 

This direct correspondence between the autobiographical record and
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"fictional” narrative occurs frequently.

One of the more important scenes in One Man ’ s Initiation-— 1917, 

for example, involves the narrative's protagonist Martin Howe sitting 

.in a garden drinking wine with a schoolmaster and his wife as 

truckloads of French soldiers on their way to the front thunder by, 

bringing to Martin's mind the word "tumbrils" and causing the school

master's wife to remark, "Oh the poor children! . . . they know they

are going to death" (31). A letter to Rumsey Marvin, who was Dos 

Passos' chief correspondent during this time period, reveals precisely 

where this scene originated:

August 29 [1917]

The first night we were sitting in a tiny garden— the

sort of miniature garden that a stroke of a sorcerer's wand
\

would transmute into a Versailles without changing any of 

its main features— talking to the schoolmaster and his wife; 

who were feeding us white wine and apologizing for the fact 

that they had no cake. The garden was jusc beside the road, 

and through the railing we began to see them pass. For some 

reason we were all so excited we could hardly speak— Imagine 

the tumbrils in the Great Revolution— The men were drunk and

desperate, shouting screaming jokes, spilling wine over each

other— or else asleep with ghoulish dust-powdered faces. The 

old schoolmaster kept saying in his precise voice— "Ah, ce 

n'etait pas comme qa en 1916. . . .  II y avait du discipline. 

II y avait du discipline."
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And his wife— a charming redfaced old lady with a kitten 

under her arm kept crying out:

"Mais que voulez vous? Les pauvres petits, ils savent 

qu'ils vont a la mort"— I shall never forget that "ils 

savent qu'ils vont a la mort"— (Fourteenth Chronicle 97) 

Obviously, John Dos Passos did not forget the phrase "they know they 

are going to death" when he wrote his first novel nor any part of this

incident. And it seems, as Joseph Warren Beach observed, that the

entire novel rests upon this re-creation of actual experience, upon 

mimesis. Yet the obvious question is what does this approach, this

near-journalistic recording of witnessed event, do to the novel in 

terms of its plot, character, and theme?

One Man1s Initiation— 1917 has not aroused the admiration of many 

critics, at least as an example of the novelist's craft. It is an 

inexpert first novel based solely on Dos Passos' personal experience, 

and its mastery of some aspects of narrative technique is weak. 

Charles Winston Joyner, in an unpublished dissertation, says of it:

As a novel it is virtually plotless. It lacks the conven

tional beginning, middle, and end of the novel of its day;

rather it is unified by thematic movement from shipboard to 

Paris to the battlefield, from gas attacks to a Gothic 

abbey, from scenes of beauty tc scenes of carnage to 

discussions of politics. (101-02)

Its plot as "thematic movement" may thus be seen as a rendition of

what was the typical experience for thousands of American volunteer
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ambulance drivers. Their war consisted of the voyage to France, 

training, a cycle of rest and movement into front-line duty, and 

leave— often in Paris. Beyond that, ambulance driver Martin Howe's 

experiences consist of a series of vignettes of chance encounters with 

person;, demonstrating a wide range of responses to the war, with 

incidents which expose him to the brutality and ultimate senselessness 

of the Great War, and finally to a grand discussion— done very much in 

the same manner as that employed by Barbusse in the last chapter of 

Under Fire where German and French soid.ers discuss the conflict and 

ways to end it— between individual. French proponents of various 

ideologies: Catholicism, communism, anarchism, and an anti-intellectual 

fourth character, Dubois, who suggests that only the common people 

have the courage and the means to end the conflict. In the last 

chapter, these four Frenchmen, who have been portrayed as the hope of 

the future, are killed in battle, and the novel ends on a note of 

despair.

In place of plot in One Man1 s Initiation— 1917, John Dos Passos 

used a series of startling contrasts, sharp juxtapositions between 

scenes of beauty, often pastoral beauty— the use of color and sparse 

description in the novel is at times reminiscent of imagist poetry— and 

grotesque descriptions of war's events. These juxtapositions often are 

extremely abrupt and result in a lack of continuity as the novel 

rapidly shifts from scene to scene:

At the end of the woods the sun rises golden into a 

cloudless sky, and on the grassy slope of the valley sheep
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and a herd of little donkeys are feeding, looking up with 

quietly moving jaws as the ambulance, smelling of blood and 

filthy sweat-soaked clothes, rattles by.

Black night. 'aI 1 through the woods along the road

squatting mortars spit yellow flame. Constant throbbing of

denotations. (90)

Of course, one of the common themes in the literature of the Great-

War, whether in poetry or in fiction, is that of the opposition be

tween nature and men at war, either in terms of nature's indifference 

to the human condition or of technological warfare's corruption or 

destruction of nature, and some of Dos Passos' juxtapositions are 

obviously designed to stress both elements of this theme. But the

author of One Man's Initiation— 1917 uses this type of juxtaposition

in other settings with other pairings of the light and carefree versus 

the dark and tragic as well. Linda Wagner comments that Dos Passos

frequently sets the "physical horror of war" against the propa

gandists views perpetrated in the media and popular culture as well 

as other themes and symbols with peaceful connotations; thus in the 

second chapter, flowers, representing love, being sold by an old 

woman, are juxtaposed with a disfigured soldier who has had his nose 

shot away (12-13). The irony is, of course, blatantly apparent in that 

the disfigured soldier is now beyond any hope of romantic love. This 

clash of opposites is presented in other ways in the novel as well, 

including its use of symbolism. Jeffrey Walsh notes that one common

symbol, in World War I literature is the destruction of a chateau by
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enemy artillery fire (American War Literature 35). It represents the 

destruction of art, one of civilization's mainstays, by technology 

gone mad. Dos Passes employs this symbol as well, although he sub

stitutes an abbey for the chateau, but in One Man’ s Initiation— 1917, 

the German shelling is justified: the abbey functions as an observation 

post and has an ammunition dump in its cellar. Thus, art is the victim

in this case not simply of insane technology but of the insanity of

war (One Man's 48-50).

Such use of symbols and incongruous pairings in a narrative which 

moves with a nearly total lack of continuity from scene to scene is

obviously far removed from any traditional concept of plot in 

narrative. However, as Scholes and Kellogg observe, it may be exactly 

what is to be expected from a mimetic narrative:

The ultimate form of mimetic plot is the "slice of life," 

virtually an "unplot." The naturalistic novelists often aimed 

at this kind of form, but its achievement really carries 

narrative into the domain of the sociologist . . . powerful, 

vivid, and truer to the facts of life than any made-up

narrative can hope to be. (232)

Thus, Charles Joyner’s observation that One Man1s Initiation—-1917 is 

"virtually plotless" is quite accurate, but given the type of work it 

is, a narrative of witness and testimony, it is at least a. justifiable 

structure for the work. For that matter, Joyner's concern with a 

traditional beginning, middle, and end in Dos Passos' first novel is 

misplaced: subsequent developments in twentieth-century fiction suggest
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that in this one area, at least, Dos Passos anticipated later 

innovations in the novel genre's treatment of plot. Moreover, as the 

novel's mimetic nature dictates its "unplot," so does it restrict 

development of character.

One Man1 s Initiation— 1917 has two important characters;, the 

protagonist Martin Howe and his friend and confidant Tom Randolph. 

Howe provides the work's point of view: what the reader sees is what 

Howe sees, and the only thoughts revealed are those of Howe. But as a 

character, Martin Howe has limitations. Maxwell Geismar in Writers in 

Crisis says of him:

Martin is not so much rebelling against the war as by his 

temperament he seems insulated from it. He seems hardly to 

participate in those basic human activities for which even a 

young poet, we should imagine, should feel some common 

desire. There is little effort on Martin's part, indeed, 

just to ignore the world around him. He is exempt from its 

demands; his natural role is that of passive remoteness. (92) 

Moreover, Martin is a passive, remote observer, or a spectator, in the 

same manner that the young men who saw i_he war from the driver's seat 

of a Ford or Fiat ambulance were spectators, observing and recording 

but only incidentally involved. For these young men, the war was 

nearly a form of entertainment, something to be distantly observed, 

but not directly experienced. As Malcolm Cowley observed, . .

ambulance service had a lesson of its own: it instilled into us what 

might be called a spectatorial attitude" (Exile1s Return 38). Martin
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Howe Is very much what Cowley and Dos Passos were; he is passive and 

remote because that is what the Great War's ambulance men quickly 

became, watching the twentieth-century's greatest show like ring-side 

onlookers. Dos Passos' insistence on restricting his perspective to 

Martin severely limits the narrative's ability to introduce any 

elements of the Great War other than those normally observed by the 

ambulance drivers of the Western Front. The restricted point of view 

leads to a certain flatness of character in the novel, to a narrow 

concern with distantly observed objective data, and a limited concept 

of war's "truth." However, Martin also has one other limiting character

istic: he exhibits no growth, no dynamic development.

In most World War I novels, the initiation of the main character 

involves a movement from innocence to awareness: a growth process that 

takes place very much in the manner of the BiIdungsroman— a young man 

achieves maturity after acquiring greater knowledge through exposure 

:o war. In Howe's case, however, he exhibits no growth, for when he is 

cirst introduced in One Man1s Initiation— 1917, he is already nearly 

complete; he, in fact, possesses mature wisdom that serves to set him 

>ff. Thus, Martin can respond with a proper degree of mature increduli

ty to the propagandists war-mongering of a young woman on shipboard 

n the first chapter:

She beamed at him provocatively. "Oh if only I was a man, 

I'd have shouldered my gun the first day; indeed I would."

"But the issues were hardly . . . defined then," ventured

Martin.
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"They didn't need to be. I hate those brutes. I've always 

hated the Germans, their language, their country, everything 

about them. And now that they've done such frightful 

things. .

"I wonder if it's all true. . ." (13)

In a sense, Martin doesn't need an initiation; his experiences through

out the novel only serve to confirm what he already suspects. Alfred 

Kazin in On Native Ground maintains that this quality, which, he sees 

as a form of sophistication, is positive, that Dos Passos' early 

protagonists are "never taken in" (343). Yet, in the case of Martin 

Howe, it would seem at least equally plausible that Dos Passos had not 

yet learned to separate his character from himself, especially in a 

work so obviously mimetic and autobiographical in nature, and instead 

endowed his protagonist with the greater awareness that he had himself 

already acquired when he began to write his first novel.

Martin Howe is not the only character in One Man1 s Initiation—  

1917, however. Tom Randolph, Howe's confidant, also regularly appears 

and frequently adds commentary to actions as they occur. As Charles 

Joyner noted and as is true of Fuselli and Chrisfield in Three 

Soldiers, Randolph functions as a foil (96). He provides an earthy, 

hedonistic viewpoint which balances and opposes Howe's aesthetic 

personality.1 Thus, when the abbey is destroyed, Randolph deplores the 

destruction but is also the first to note that the shelling has 

destroyed the ambulance men's food (50-51). And whoring in Paris, Tom 

Randolph spends the night with a French woman while Howe resists the
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advances of two prostitutes, even though, "intemperate desires prowled

about him like cats in the darkness" (65). (Such intemperate passages
2as this also point to the novel's lack of craft.") However, the

introduction of the secondary character Tom Randolph serves Dos Passos 

ay allowing him to present another experience, more varied, more 

aarthy, and quite probably more generally true to life than that of 

the straight-laced Martin Howe. With Tom Randolph, Dos Passos seems 

also to have at least sensed the need to broaden his point of view, to 

reach beyond his own immediate experience, but the character plays too 

ninor a role in the text to perform this task effectively.

One Man1s Initiation— 1917 is a novel of witness and testimony, 

as is evident in its mimetic "unplot" and the lack of any clear

separation between its creator and its protagonist. But it is also, 

like many of the early World War I novels, including that of Henri

Barbusse, a protest, and it directs its censure at two principal 

targets: the war and society's control of its members. The Great War 

is a frequent target of Dos Passos throughout the novel, and it is 

seen as the product of lies:

"What do you think of all this anyway?" said the wet man 

suddenly, lowering his voice stealthily.

"I don't know. I never did expect it to be what we're

taught to believe. . . . Things aren't."

"But you can't have guessed that it was like this . . .

like Alice in Wonderland, like an ill-intentioned Drury Lane 

pantomime, like all the dusty futility of Barnum and Bailey's
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Circus."

"No, I thought it would be hair-raising," said Martin, 

"Think, man, think of all the oceans of lies through all 

the ages that must have been necessary to make this possible! 

Think of the new particular vintage of lies that has been so 

industriously pumped out of the press and the pulpit. Doesn't 

it stagger you?" (26-27)

The war and its actions, which throughout the novel are "senseless" 

and simply "stupid," are thus the product of centuries of manipula

tion, and as Dos Passes suggests later, the ultimate and bitterly 

ironic final product of civilization: "For this had generations worn 

away their lives in mines and factories and forges. . . , screwing 

higher and higher the tension of their minds and muscles, polishing 

brighter and brighter the mirror of their intelligence" (113).

In the final Barbusse-like discussion of the war and methods of 

stopping it, Dos Passos' various speakers refer to themselves as 

dupes, choked on lies. But one of the Frenchmen, Lully, introduces 

another theme, one which would become the central message of protest 

in Three Soldiers when he says, "Of all slaveries, the slavery of war, 

of armies, is the bitterest, the most hopeless slavery" (134). In a 

sense, perhaps these separate themes are related: Dos Passos' larger 

protest would seem to be against the power of society to corrupt, 

control, and ultimately destroy its members, and that protest would 

become the theme of many of the novelist's later works.

If One Man1s Initiation— 1917 created little reaction among
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ritics when it was first published in 1920, Through the Wheat by 

hornas Boyd received a much warmer reception in 1923 when, as Linda 

ecchi notes, . . it received instant acclaim for its honest

lepiction of the life of the American soldier abroad" (82). In May 

923, for example, F. Scott Fitzgerald, who had in fact discovered the 

fovel and its creator, lauded Through the Wheat for its straight- 

forward effect and avoidance of intellectualism (Bruccoli 273). Yet

:hat straightforwardness and "honest depiction" identify the novel as 

me of witness and testimony, and its lack of inte 1 lectual ism— and

-ack of polished narrative technique— resulted in Through the Wheat's 

lecline in reputation. This work, using Hemingway's phrase, is very 

iiuch one which did not "stand up," far more than Dos Tassos' Three

Soldiers.

There can be little doubt where Thomas Boyd acquired the raw

naterial for his novel: the plot and the characterizations of Through 

;he Wheat are obviously autobiographical. The mimetic representation 

is that of Thomas Boyd's experience in Europe as a marine with the 

American Expeditionary Force's Second Division from spring 1917 to 

rail 1918.

The plot of Through the Wheat is chronological, beginning with 

Soyd's protagonist William Hicks on rest in a French village, and it 

repeatedly follows him into support and then battle and back into 

rest, illustrating the tripartite sequence of the World War I soldier's 

.ife, which Paul Fussell endows with near-mystic significance in The 

Ireat War and Modern Memory (125-31). The sequence of battles, which
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provides a sense of chronological movement within the text, is the 

same sequence that Boyd, and other soldiers with the A.E.F., fought in 

until fall 1918. Boyd also directly informs his reader just where each 

action is taking place with references to specific battles in the.

text. At Verdun, Hicks participates in a trench raid (19); his next 

major action, which Boyd describes in detail, is at Belleau Wood (93); 

after rest, complete with four hours of drill per day, he is sent into 

battle at Soissons (175); and near the end of the novel, Hicks is 

gassed, as was Boyd at Blanc Mont. It is only at this point that the 

military experiences of Boyd and Hicks diverge. As a gas victim, 

Boyd's military career was over on October 6, 1918; Hicks instead 

returns to battle, fighting on to the end of the novel where the 

reader discovers, "the soul of Hicks was numb" (266).

If Boyd's sign-posting of battles were not enough to inform the

reader where the military actions described are taking place, near the 

end of the novel a major general recapitulates the progress of the

A.E.F., Thomas Boyd, and William Hicks in a speech to the men:

"I have watched you enter the lines, green and unseasoned 

troops, at Cantigny and Chateau-Thierry, and assault the 

enemy with such force that you threw back his most valiant 

troops, the Prussian Guards. You have shown your sterling

mettle at Soissons and Saint Mihiel, advancing far beyond 

the objective given you. Jaulny and Thiaucourt and Montfaucon 

have fallen under your irresistible on-slaught." (221)

This plotting from actual experience points to Through the Wheat's
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tion in the war's events that he seems incapable of deviating at all 

from the historical time sequence. While, with a few incidents such as 

William Hicks advancing against entrenched Germans at the end of the 

novel, which provides a sense of closure, and detailed descriptions of 

major military actions, which function as climactic centers in the 

text, Boyd did supply some general structural form in the narrative, 

it tends to be vague and underdeveloped. It is not, however, as 

underdeveloped as the novel's characterizations.

In an unpublished dissertation, Gerald Critoph said of Through 

the Wheat: "Up to 1923, this novel surpassed ail others for description 

of battle. However, it missed being a great war novel. It did not rise 

to tragedy because Hicks was not interesting enough to enlist sympathy" 

(302). Critoph's observation is at least partly valid; Hicks engenders 

very little sympathy in the reader. His experience while sometimes 

horrifying— and Boyd's great gift was the ability to accurately depict 

the carnage of war— tends to be presented with a certain distant 

objectivity, a sense of journalistic distance, and this would seem to 

result from the novel's need to provide testimony, to demonstrate what 

the Great War was like, And if Boyd's first novel has a theme, that 

demonstration appears to be it. This is not to say that Hicks is a 

static character like Martin Howe. The protagonist of Through the 

Wheat does change, but the change is negative, a degeneration of a 

proud soldier who wishes for combat— " . . . Hicks swelled his chest a 

trifle, noticing the glint of the metal marksmanship badge on his 

tunic" (2)— to a benumbed survivor. Those critics who find positive
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attributes in William Hicks point to his ability to survive and his 

"good soldier" qualities:

Hicks' survival is presented strictly in terms of his 

ability to respond to danger and his ability to resist each 

of the "outs" that present themselves— suicide, self-

inflicted wounds, desertion, insubordination, exposure to 

certain death, or insanity. He is a "good soldier" because 

he is able to function as a soldier must— automatically and 

instinctively. (Noverr 103)

Hicks, in short, has the essential quality of endurance, but by itself 

this is not sufficient to endow him with true interest.

One reason for Hicks' failure to create reader interest is that 

he exhibits a curious insularity throughout the novel. Even though 

friends, enemies, fellow soldiers, and commanding officers are 

destroyed, often in graphically unpleasant ways, Hicks remains unmoved. 

And the incident which finally causes him to "snap," to become 

completely numbed, is the treacherous and illogical death of a fellow 

soldier crushed by a falling tree limb (210). Readers' sympathies are 

unlikely to extend to a character who exhibits very little sympathy 

himself. Moreover, another reason that Hicks fails to elicit interest 

is that even though Thomas Boyd clearly modeled his protagonist on 

himself— they, for example, share the same Ohio background— he did not 

make him sufficiently complex to be truly interesting:

[Hicks] functions as a representation of all those who 

underwent the same process. Boyd does not develop him fully,
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however, and he is two-dimensional, flat, and conventional—  

like all the other characters in the novel. For instance, 

little is revealed concerning his relationships with home,

with women, or even the other men in his unit. (Miller, 

Armed America 117)

"he shallowness of character evident in Hicks is directly related to

:he problem of point of view in the narrative of witness and testimony.

Che restricted focus inherent in works which rest entirely, or largely, 

)n personal experience leads to a greatly reduced perspective: the 

character based on the author, a Martin Howe or a William Hicks, often 

it seems may only be a witness or provide testimony on events

experienced by the author. His experience of others usually rests on 

surface description, and events are described in terms of their 

external features. In Thomas Boyd's case, his attempts to broaden the 

perspective of his text, to introduce other witnesses, fail, aud the 

failure rests upon Boyd's inexpert handling of point of view.

While most of Through the Wheat is presented from the center of 

attention of William Hicks and uses the marine as the focus for a 

limited omniscient narrator, Thomas Boyd, at least on occasion, had 

problems in maintaining that center of attention. At one point, Boyd 

deserts Hicks entirely and abruptly shifts the focus of attention to 

Sergeant Carl Harriman. Receiving a taunting letter from his girl, the 

"loving Ellen," Harriman reacts by walking off by himself and:

From his pack he drew a small, round can of Argentina beef, 

which he balanced between his instep and the toe of his
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shoe. No harm spoiling that! He wiggled his toes around in 

the shoe and felt squeamish. His hand felt for his pistol at 

his side. Yes, there it was and nicely oiled. He drew the 

pistol from the holster and aimed it at the small blue can. 

Forty-five caliber pistols kicked up in the air when they 

were fired, he remembered. He aimed it a bit lower— and 

bang. (148)

Of course, many novelists have shifted point of view between 

characters: John Dos Passos does so successfully in Three Soldiers, 

for example. However, they do not do so in the middle of a narrative 

where another character dominates the center of attention and in a 

manner which detracts from rather than reinforces the cumulative 

effect of their fiction, and even though Harriman's self-mutilation

has been included to accent the fortitude of William Hicks, Boyd's

inexpert shift between Hicks and Harriman weakens both his plot and

his characterization. That Boyd does, however, at least attempt to 

broaden the perspective within his novel, to introduce a greater range 

of experience, points to a dawning awareness that limiting what is 

reported to one character is insufficient. Later war novelists, such 

as Dos Passos in Three Soldiers, more concerned with and mere adept at 

literary craft, would expand this concept far more than Boyd.

However, despite its simple plot, shallow characters, and frequent

ly crude use of point of view, Through the Wheat was a successful 

novel in the early 1920s. The reasons for this would appear to be 

two-fold. If Thomas Boyd had one great strength it was his ability to
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describe events accurately with careful and minute detail. Consider, 

for example, Boyd's description of the aftermath of a mustard gas

attack:

For a distance of two miles, from the ravine to the 

village where the supply wagons were stationed, men lay dead 

and dying. In the woods and particularly in the gulley that 

ran through the woods to the village, the thick yellow gas

clung to the ground. Wherever the gas had touched the skin

of the men dark, flaming blisters appeared. Like acid, the

yellow gas ate into the flesh and blinded the eyes. The

ground was a dump-heap of bodies, limbs of trees, legs and 

arms independent of bodies, and pieces of equipment. Here 

was a combat pack forlorn, its bulge indicating such articles 

as a razor, an extra shirt, the last letter from home, a box 

of hard bread. Another place a heavy shoe, with a wad of

spiral puttee near by. Where yesterday's crosses had been 

erected, a shell had churned a body out of its shallow 

grave, separating from the torso the limbs. (158-59)

In terms of mimetic accuracy, Boyd's description is graphically 

correct. Mustard gas did indeed hug the ground after an attack, and

its effects on the human body were precisely those described. The

aftermath of an artillery attack with its dismembered victims and 

sense of dislocation for survivors are also accurate, as are Boyd's

description of battlefield debris and the disinterred, dead. In its 

depiction of battle and of the Great War as seen from the vantage
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point of the doughboy, in its essential ability to provide witness and 

testimony, Tnrough the Wheat is a powerful narrative, despite its 

flaws as a novel in terms of technique. Testimony, in fact, would seem 

to constitute the novel's theme: that war is not "romantic," that it 

consumes lives and personalities hellishly. But Boyd enjoyed one other 

attribute that made him a superior witness. While other authors such 

as John Dos Passos were necessarily restricted in their ability to 

witness the events of the First World War by their role as ambulance 

drivers, an essentially spectatorial role, Boyd had directly 

participated in the battles he describes in his novel. Therefore, his 

testimony is capable of producing an even greater sense of authentici

ty, which results from his use of detailed and accurate description.

However, novels such as Through the Wheat and One Man1s Initia

tion-— 1917 remain f?awed. They may add to a reader's sense of immediacy 

through their concern with accurately reporting events, as the author- 

witness perceives them, and their description of physical reality, but 

their lack of narrative craft ultimately limits their appeal once the 

event which is the focus of their testimony has ceased to be a matter 

of public interest. One novel which attempted to combine elements of 

protest against the war and factors which contributed to making war 

intolerable for its participants with improved, if not perfected, 

narrative technique was John Dos Passos* Three Soldiers, which despite 

Hemingway's prediction in the early 1940s did indeed "stand up."

T h re e  S o l d i e r s : A u to b io g ra p h y  and A rt

Although it was published very early, in 1921, and actually
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precedes Thomas Boyd's Through the Wheat by two years, John Dos 

Passes' second novel, Three Soldiers, is a transitional work. While 

elements of autobiography are present in the text, Three Soldiers is a 

much more mature work than either Through the Wheat or One Man1 s 

Initation— 1917; it is the product of a novelist who may not have 

perfected his craft but was at least rapidly learning it, and was 

already moving away from the narrative of witness and testimony. John 

Rohrkemper notes this difference in "Mr. Dos Passes' War":

Three Soldiers, begun in France in 1919, completed in 

Spain in 1920, and published in 1921, may be seen as an 

attempt to retell the story of One Man'... Initiation— 1917 

from a greater distance and on a larger canvas. Dos Passos1 

second novel shows him to be considerably more sophisticated 

as a thinker and artist. Whereas the earlier work was 

personal and limited in scope— a rather intimate record of a 

soldier's initiation into the reality of the modern world—  

Three Soldiers is the work of a more disciplined and 

expansive mind, a mind turning outward and firmly in control 

of its material. (42-43)

It is also a work which demonstrates continuity of plot, fairly 

complex characterizations, and a very explicit theme.

Although it demonstrates an improvement over One Man' s

Initiation— 1917 in terms of developing narrative skills, Three 

Soldiers does not abandon the use of mimesis, despite Dos Passos' 

protestation that the novel was not autobiographical. For Dos Passos’
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ersonal experiences are employed in the novel and may be found in its 

heme, in some of its incidents, and in some of its characters.

In terms of theme, Three Soldiers is more than an anti-war novel: 

t is an anti-military novel, a protest against not only war but 

igainst what the Frenchman Lully in One Man's Initiation— 1917 called

'the slavery of armies ," or as Ellwood Johnson has observed, ". . .

rilitary society, more than war , is its subject" (69). There can be

.ittle doubt this view reflects Dos Passos' own beliefs and personal

unhappiness with the military system. After, for example, his enlist- 

iv at in 1918 with the Army Medical Corps, the novelist began dating 

nis diary according to which "day of captivity" it was, and in an

jntry in that diary for November 15, 1918, he states:

As the men troop in and out of the messhall, I notice the 

sheeplike look army life gives them— a dumb submissive look 

about the eyes. They usually submit cowedly to my shoutings

to move on with the hurt look of dogs that have been

ill-treated. (Fourteenth Chronicle 230) 

rhe military machine as dehumanizing agent is the central theme of 

Three Soldiers, and this image of cowed animals— sheep or dogs— crushed 

by the system frequently reoccurs in the novel where only those who

protest the military life by desertion free themselves from the mental

degradation of the army's slavery and then only temporarily: "The 

stockade was built; not one of the sheep would escape. And those who 

were not sheep? They were deserters; every rifle muzzle held death for

them; they would not live long" (152).
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More than the slavery theme of men reduced to the docile role of 

estic animals is autobiographical in Three Soldiers, however. It is 

ious that elements of John Dos Passos' personal experience, acquired 

er his enlistment in the summer of 1918, are woven into the text,

s, there is a direct relationship between a propaganda film shown

inflame the passions of naive doughboys in the novel and Dos 

sos' experience while training at Camp Crane near Allentown, 

msylvania, recorded in his diary:

But the movie had begun again, unfolding scenes of soldiers 

in spiked helmets marching into Belgian cities full of 

little milk carts drawn by dogs and old women in peasant 

costume. There were hisses and catcalls when a German flag

was seen, and as the troops were pictured advancing, 

bayonetting the civilians in wide Dutch pants, the old women 

with starched caps, the soldiers packed into the stuffy

Y.M.C.A. hut shouted oaths at them. Andrews felt blind 

hatred stirring like something that had a life of its own in 

the young men about him. (Three Soldiers 23)

Monday, October 7 [1918] 

Last night a particularly inept movie was presented for 

the edification of young America seated in the grandstand. 

Yet as German soldiers marched by and were very clumsily 

atrocious— I could feel a wave of hatred go through the men. 

Muttered oaths and shouted imprecations— Goddamned bastards—  

cocksuckers every one of them— were sincere. The men were
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furious with war— kill, kill, kill. . . .

What [the fellow beside me] saw was a village in an 

over-picturesque country with local color plastered on very 

thick, donkey carts, dog carts, milk carts with much shell 

fire and Germans rushing about with cans of kerosene setting 

things on fire— Germans whom the brave Americans chase out 

of towns, thereby saving crowds of young girls in peasant 

costume a la musical comedy— and battalions of dear old 

ladies in lace caps from being raped and ruined and cut up 

into small pieces or toasted in fires by the Horrible Huns. 

(Fourteenth Chronicle 219)^

Such small elements of factual, autobiographical detail seem to be 

interwoven throughout Three Soldiers, and even though, unlike One

Man1 s Initiation— 1917, they do not constitute the sole or even a 

large portion of the narrative, they are yet convincing and help the 

novel achieve a sense of authenticity. This use of mimesis, of factual 

material, seems to be true of characters in the novel as well.

Of the three principal characters, the three soldiers, at least

two, Fuselli and Andrews, appear to be taken directly from life. John 

Andrews, the most important of the novel's three protagonists, bears

many points of similarity with John Dos Passos himself, but Dan

Fuselli, the Italian from San Francisco, may have been modeled on an 

actual person as well. In a diary entry for October 1918 ("The Seventh 

Day of Captivity") when he was at Camp Crane, Dos Passos recorded a 

somewhat enigmatic entry that points to an actual Fuselli:
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For a Sack of Corinth [working title of Three Soldiers]-—  

just told me . . by a little raucous-voiced Californian

named Fuselli. Family went over on the ferry to Oakland— much 

weeping— In a shop window he spied a service flag with gilt, 

stripe round it and one star embroidered with the caduceus—  

the emblem of the Medical Corps— "I didn't give a shit how 

much it cost"— bought it and as was going into the station 

gave it to his girl— "Here don't you forget me"— The girl 

produced with great promptness a large box of candy— "Hov/ 

the devil she got hold of it. I don't kn^w"—

Other sexual adventures of the same youngster— Girl named 

Mabel he got to write love-letters to but real girl found

out about it and he stopped— Portugie girl, but she was a

toughee— wants to marry the girl who gave the box of candy 

when he goes back. Tough street corner . . . crap shooting 

past—

But why should I make a pseudo-medical diagnosis of the 

poor kid? (Fourteenth Chronicle 218-19)

The same incident with some modifications appears in the first chapter

of Three Soldiers, but Dos Passos' diary comment raises a question as

to just how factual the. diary's "told me by a little raucous-voiced 

Californian named Fuselli" is. If an actual person, as it appears to 

be, then Dan Fuselli is based on someone Dos Passos met at Camp Crane, 

and with the qualification that Dos Passes' art has obviously trans

formed the character, the author's autobiographical experience has
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inserted itself into the novel in a very direct mimetic manner indeed.

This mimetic use of experience in fiction is also evident in the 

portrayal of Three Soldiers1 main protagonist, John Andrews, who, as 

was Martin Howe, is based on John Dos Passes himself. Like his

creator, Andrews is an artist and an aesthete; like him Andrews, in 

his late army career, is saved from complete intellectual suffocation

and intolerable ennui by a reassignment for educational purposes to

the Sorbonne; and like Dos Passos, John Andrews has led an isolated 

childhood with an unhappy mother:

"But my mother taught me to play the piano when I was 

very small," he went on seriously. "She and I lived alone in 

an old house belonging to her family in Virginia. How

different all that was from anything you have ever lived. It 

would not be possible in Europe to be as isolated as we were 

in Virginia. . . . Mother was very unhappy. She had led a

dreadfully thwarted life . . . that unrelieved hopeless

misery that only a woman can suffer." (Three Soldiers 380-81) 

Dos Passos' mother, Lucy Addison Sprigg Madison, was also isolated, 

living with her son alone much of the time and leading a "dreadfully 

thwarted life" as John Randolph Dos Passos' mistress, until 1910 when 

the death of the senior Dos Passos' first wife allowed the novelist's 

parents to marry.

In Three Soldiers, the mimetic elements found in character,

incident, and meaning are secondary; they support rather than, as in 

One Man's Initiation— 1917, dominate the narrative. Instead, Dos
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Passos' developing skill as a novelist allows him to produce a novel 

with a plot that is closely linked to the development of his

characters, unlike the highly mimetic "unplot" of his first novel; to 

create characters who at least, unlike Martin Howe, display dynamic 

change; and to expound and expand a theme which is more complex than 

the observation that war is senseless and brutal.

Three Soldiers is very much a novel of character, and what occurs 

within the text is the destruction of its three protagonists— Dan 

Fuselli, Chrisfield, and John Andrews— by the mindless, blood-thirsty

military machine. The changes that occur in those three central

characters and the incidents illustrating those changes constitute the 

plot of the novel.

Fuselli, who is initially a good soldier, is anxious to please, 

desperately seeking to advance by doing the right thing and avoiding 

any appearance of wrong doing:

Sure he'd get private first-class as soon as they got 

overseas. Then in a couple of months he might be corporal. 

If they saw much service, he'd move along all right, once he 

got to be a non-com.

"Oh, I mustn't get in wrong. Oh, I mustn't get in wrong," 

he kept saying to himself as he went down the ladder into

the hold. (46)

So anxious to please is Fuselli that his behavior approaches the 

sycophantic: Stanley Cooperman finds him dog-like (154). But despite 

carrying his submissive behavior to a point that approaches pandering
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when he gives up his French girlfriend, who herself understands the 

American military machine well enough to know the privileges and 

greater wealth of rank, to his sergeant, Fuselli doesn't advance. In 

his last appearance in the text, he is a permanent member of a labor 

battalion, broken and syphilitic and utterly without hope or ambition, 

as Cooperman noted on "the dung heap at last and . . . content" (155).

C’nrisfield from Indiana, on the other hand, is a consistently 

immoral character, a psychopath who on first being introduced in the

text tells Andrews how he had nearly killed a man in a drunken brawl 

(25). Ultimately, his homicidal tendencies result in his murder of an 

officer whom he has irrationally grown to hate, Lieutenant Anderson:

Chrisfield walked away without answering. A cold hand was 

round the grenade in his pocket. He walked away slowly,

looking at his feet.

Suddenly he found he had pressed the spring of the

grenade. He struggled to pull it out of his pocket. . . .

His arm and his cold fingers that clutched the grenade 

seemed paralyzed. Then a warm joy went through him. He had 

thrown it.

Anderson was standing up, swaying backwards and forwards. 

The explosion made the woods quake. A thick rain of yellow 

leaves came down. Anderson was flat on the ground. He was so 

flat he seemed to have sunk into the ground. (199-200) 

Chrisfield's bloodthirsty, psychopathic personality at first serves 

him well in the military machine; he and not Fuselli is promoted to
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corporal, suggesting that the machine inverts normal social values and 

)rizes the anti-social and homicidal far more than it does unflinching 

.oyalty and the desire to serve. Ultimately, however, Chrisfield's 

iisintegrating personality causes him to desert out of a paranoid fear 

-hat a sergeant knows about the murder of Anderson. Thus, the mad 

nilitary system can only employ its madmen briefly before destroying 

:.hem as we 11.^

Fuselli and Chrisfield serve two purposes in Three Soldiers; they 

provide a glimpse of the United States Army's, and concurrently 

America's, social diversity during the Great War, and they serve as 

foils to the central protagonist, John Andrews. Fuselli's final defeat 

and acceptance of his lowly lot contrast with Andrews' will to resist. 

Shrisfield, who does resist, does so blindly, instinctively, and out 

of ignorant hostility. Andrews' resistance is intended to be seen as 

heroic, born out of his intellectual realization of the true, despotic 

nature of the military system.

John Andrews is the most important of Dos Passos' three soldiers. 

He occupies the majority of the novel, and of the three protagonists, 

his challenge— and it is a weak one— to the slavery of the system, not 

Fuselli's efforts to placate it nor Chrisfield's hostile spirit of 

revolt, comes closest to success. Moreover, it is Andrews who most 

closely mirrors Dos Passos' beliefs, as Maxwell Geismar observes:

Dos Passos had already broadened the base of his social 

critique by including the pathetic Italian boy Fuselli and 

the Southerner [sic] Chrisfield along with John Andrews as
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while the writer's talent has gone Into the social panorama, 

the ordinary types and facts of army life, all his sympathies 

still remain with the disdainful and superior musician.

(94-95)

Andrews is also a dynamic character. More than either of the other 

)rotagonists5 he experiences change from a desire to lose himself in 

:he system, to a rejection of its slavery, to final defeat at its 

lands. When first introduced, he has enlisted because he is "sick of 

revolt, of thought, f carrying his individuality like a banner" and 

*fants to "humble himself in the mud of common slavery" (22). Like 

dartin Howe of One Man's Initiation— 1917, he is aware from the very 

beginning of the true nature of what he is about to experience, but 

tfhat he discovers is that he must think, must revolt, and must express 

his individuality.

His break with the military system, his rejection of its slavery, 

occurs when he is wounded:

As soon as he got out of the hospital he would desert; 

the determination formed suddenly in his mind, making the 

excited blood surge gloriously through his body. There was 

nothing else to do; he would desert. He pictured himself 

hobbling away in the dark on his lame legs, stripping his 

uniform off, losing himself in some out of the way corner of 

France, or slipping by the sentries to Spain and freedom, He 

was ready to endure anything, to face any sort of death, for
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the sake of a few months of liberty in which to forget the 

degradation of this last year. (225-26)

However, Andrews' desertion is less a planned and conscious act than a 

response foisted upon him when be is arrested without papers and sent 

to a labor battalion from which he escapes largely through the efforts 

of a fellow prisoner. Given the opportunity to return to active 

service, he simply refuses to do so, remaining a deserter until the

end of the novel when he is arrested while working on his unfinished 

musical composition, "The Body and Soul of John Brown"— another

unsuccessful revolutionary who challenged the system. Unlike Brown, 

howTever, Andrews confines his rejection of the system to discussion

and commentary; he never really acts.

Compared with Martin Howe in One Man' s Initiation— 1917, John 

Andrews is a more completely drawn character. He not only experiences 

change, especially in his relationship with the military, but he also 

has some negative characteristics. This element of his character is 

seen most clearly in Andrews' desertion of the French working-class

girl Jeanne in favor of the rich Genevive Rod. He professes to be a 

socialist, but in this action aligns himself with the aristocracy, 

which, fittingly enough, in the person of Genevive deserts him at the 

end of the novel (Walsh 76).

By constructing his novel around the different points of view 

represented by his three central characters, Dos Passos successfully 

overcame the limitations of a single perspective based upon one 

individual’s experience, the problem evident in ambulance driver, Dos
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P a s s o s ' a l t e r  ego, M a rtin  Howe. Through the m u lt ip le ,  l im it e d -  

o m n iscie n t p e r s p e c t iv e s  o f F u s e l l i ,  C h r i s f i e l d ,  and Andrews, Dos Passos  

in tro d u c e s  a range o f e x p e rie n ce  and d if f e r e n t  resp o n se s to the G reat  

War and the dehum anizing m i l it a r y  m achine. T h is  w idening o f p e rs p e c t iv e  

dem onstrates a g re a te r  co n cern  w ith  l i t e r a r y  c r a f t ,  and Three S o ld ie r s  

se rv e s  as a bench mark in  the e v o lu t io n a r y  development from the 

s in g le ,  a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l c e n te r o f a t t e n t io n  o f the f i r s t  war 

n a r r a t iv e s  o f w itn e s s  and testim o n y to n o v e ls  w hich w h ile  s t i l l  

co n cern ed  w ith  p re s e n tin g  the G reat War w ith  m im etic v e r is im i l i t u d e  do 

so in  a more complex manner by em ploying o th e r approaches to the use  

o f p o in t  o f v ie w .

The fa t e  o f the th re e  p r o t a g o n is t s  o f Three S o ld ie r s  i s  u lt im a t e ly  

co n n ected  w ith  the n o v e l's  c e n t r a l  m eaning: th a t the m i l i t a r y  system , 

the m i l i t a r y  m achine, red u ce s i t s  v ic t im s  to s la v e r y  and in d is c r im in a t e 

ly  d e s tro y s  them. And Dos P a s so s ' use o f the m achine metaphor i s  

h a r d ly  a c c id e n t a l.  As L in d a  Wagner o b s e rv e s, the s i x  s e c t io n s  o f the  

n o v e l— "M aking the M o ld ," "The M etal C o o ls , "  "M a c h in e s ,"  " R u s t ,"  "The 

W orld O u t s id e ,"  and "Under the W h eels"— p ro v id e  a sense o f o v e r a l l  

s t r u c t u r e ,  are  l in k e d  to the fa t e  o f the th re e  main c h a r a c t e r s ,  and 

a re  o b v io u s ly  e x te n sio n s  o f the machine metaphor ( 2 0 - 2 2 ) .  M oreover, i t  

i s  a lt o g e t h e r  f i t t i n g  th at Dos P asso s sh o u ld  have s t r u c t u r e d  h is  n o ve l 

around the symbol o f the i l l o g i c a l ,  b r u t a l  m achine s in c e  one o f the 

G reat W a r's  e n d u rin g  themes was th a t o f in d u s t r i a l  in s a n it y .

D e sp ite  i t s  o b vio u s improvement in  terms o f n a r r a t iv e  te ch n iq u e  

over One Man1 s I n i t i a t i o n — 1917 and Through the Wheat and the fa c t
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th at i t  has indeed, c o n tra ry  to E rn e st Hemingway's e x p e c ta tio n s , been 

a b le  to "stan d  u p ,"  Three S o ld ie r s  i s  not an u n q u a lif ie d  s u c c e s s . As 

J e f f r e y  Walsh has noted, the n o vel i s  flaw ed in  th at i t  se p a ra te s  i t s  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  message from i t s  a c t io n .  John Andrews, the a e sth e te , does 

n o th in g  and a cco m p lish e s n o th in g  and u lt im a t e ly  can o n ly  p ro v id e  an 

a r t i s t ' s  p e r s p e c t iv e :

Because of Andrews' l im it e d  p o l i t i c a l  u n d e rsta n d in g , the 

r a d ic a l  im petus o f Three S o ld ie r s  rem ains u n r e a lis e d ,  la t e n t  

o n ly  in  the s u b -te x t o f the n o v e l; th us the i n t e l l e c t u a l  

im p lic a t io n s  o f the book, tow ards p o l i t i c a l  a c t iv is m ,  i s  

[ s i c ]  u n h e lp f u lly  d iv o rc e d  from i t s  n a r r a t iv e  a c t io n . . . . 

The in t e r e s t  o f John Andrews in  the co n te x t o f war f i c t i o n  

i s  th at he embodies an a r t i s t  f a b le ,  whereby the a r t i s t  at  

war seeks to d i s t i l l  c r e a t iv e ly  h is  grow ing in s ig h t s  in to  

the e n lis t e d  m an's h u m ilia t io n  at the hands o f a f a s c i s t - l i k e  

s u p e r v is o r y  c l a s s .  ( A m erican War 7 6 -7 7 )

I t  would rem ain f o r  E rn e st Hemingway and W illia m  March to expand the  

co n cep t o f the war n o ve l in  A m erican f i c t i o n ,  to in t e g r a t e  more 

c o m p le te ly  the demands o f the n o v e l i s t 's  c r a f t  and the e x p e rie n c e  o f  

the G re a t War in to  p o lis h e d  f i c t i o n .

The Mature War N ovel, and Beyond

A p o p u la r p e rc e p tio n  o f W orld War I  f i c t i o n  m a in ta in s th a t the 

m a jo r it y  o f the works based on the c o n f l i c t  and w r it t e n  by those who 

p a r t ic ip a t e d  in  the war d id  not appear u n t i l  o ve r a decade a f t e r  the 

war had ended. In  the case o f Am erican f i c t i o n ,  t h is  view  o f the war
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l i t e r a t u r e  should p ro b ab ly  be approached w ith  some degree o f c a u t io n :  

John Dos Passos ' Three S o ld ie r s  appeared in  1921; E .E . Cummings' The 

Enormous Room in  1922; Thomas B o yd 's Through the Wheat in  1923; 

Laurence S t a l l i n g s '  P1ume s in  1924; and James S te v e n s' M attock in

1927. Thus, i t  seems th at Am erican v e te ra n -a u th o rs  were p ro d u cin g  

f i c t i o n  o f v a r io u s  degrees of a r t i s t i c  m e rit throughout the tw e n tie s.  

However, i t  i s  e v id e n t th at in  terms o f the b est war f i c t i o n ,  b est in  

the sense o f d em o n stratin g  command o f n a r r a t iv e  te ch n iq u e , the y e a r  

1929 marks the b e g in n in g  o f a new epoch, e s p e c ia l ly  when World War I

l i t e r a t u r e  as a whole i s  c o n s id e re d . That y e a r saw the p u b lic a t io n  o f

two o f the most p o p u la r and e n d u rin g  war n o v e ls :  E rn e st Hemingway's A 

F a re w e ll to Arms and E r ic h  M aria  Rem arque's A l l  Q uiet on the W estern  

F r o n t . S h o r t ly  a f t e r  them, in  1930, one o f the b e t t e r  B r i t i s h  war

n o v e ls ,  Her P r iv a t e s  We by F r e d e r ic  Manning, was p u b lis h e d . C r i t i c s  

have long m a in ta in e d  th a t one re aso n  f o r  t h is  appearance o f c a r e f u l ly  

w r it t e n  and la s t in g  n o v e ls  on the G reat War by th ose l ik e  Hemingway, 

Remarque, and Manning who e x p e rie n c e d  the war as p a r t ic ip a n t s  was th a t  

the in t e r v e n in g  decade allo w e d  them to come to term s w ith  the psych o

l o g i c a l  -wounds caused by the c o n f l i c t  and the w r it in g  i t s e l f  se rv e d  a 

h e a lin g  f u n c t io n .  A. F, B ance, however, in  a stu d y  on the p u b lic a t io n  

o f A l l  Q u iet on the W estern F r o n t , " '  Im Westen N ic h ts  N e u e s': A

B e s t s e l le r  in  C o n te x t,"  argues th at th e re  was a n o th er, s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  

f a c t o r  at w ork:

In  1928 n e a r ly  a l l  n a tio n s  . . . renounced war through the

K e llo g g -B ria n d  Peace P a c t. A n ti-w a r sentim ent soon reached
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i t s  c lim a x . At the same tim e, th ere  was a t id e in the

p s y c h o lo g ic a l a f f a i r s  of men th at brought a renew al o f

in t e r e s t  in the G reat War . The p u b lic  was ready to read

about i t ,  and w r it e r s  to resp o n d . (3 6 0 )

How much o f the su cce ss o f A Farewe 11 to Arms and A l l  Q uiet on the  

W estern F ro n t may be a t t r ib u t e d  to the in c re a s e  in  a n t i-w a r  sentim ent  

o c c a sio n e d  by K e llo g g -B ria n d  i s  a m atter o f c o n je c t u r e .  Yet i t  i s  

ap p aren t th at at le a s t  some o f the i n i t i a l  p o p u la r it y  o f the b e t t e r  

W orld War I  n o v e ls ,  and renewed in t e r e s t  in  the G reat War i t s e l f ,  must 

be a t t r ib u t e d  to t h is  i l l - f a t e d  attem pt to end w ar.

The n o v e ls  w ith  w hich the newly in t e r e s t e d  re a d in g  p u b lic  found  

i t s e l f  fa ce d  in  1929 and soon a f t e r  were f a r  d if f e r e n t  from the  

n a r r a t iv e s  o f w itn e s s  and te stim o n y , such as those o f B a rb u sse , Dos 

P a sso s, and Boyd, a v a ila b le  d u rin g  and im m ed iately a f t e r  the. G reat  

War. N ovels such as E rn e st Hemingway's A F a re w e ll to Arms and W illia m  

M a rc h 's  Company K, alth o u g h  s t i l l  em ploying m im etic r e - c r e a t io n s  o f  

the G reat War e x p e rie n c e , are  p o lis h e d  works o f f i c t i o n ,  e x h ib it in g  

c o n t r o l o ve r n a r r a t iv e  te c h n iq u e s and. o fte n  a c o n s id e ra b le  degree o f  

in n o v a t io n . In  f a c t ,  w h ile  d e f in i t e l y  a p o lis h e d  work o f l i t e r a r y  

c ra fts m a n s h ip , Company K owes much o f i t s  s u c c e s s  tc  i t s  in n o v a tiv e  

approach to the G reat War and the t r a d it io n  o f the n o v e l.

As w ith  a good many o th e r n o v e ls  about the F i r s t  W orld War, 

Company K i s  based on the m i l i t a r y  e x p e rie n c e s  o f i t s  a u th o r, but in  

t h is  ca se , i t  i s  extrem ely d i f f i c u l t  to se p a ra te  what i s  m im etic and 

based on W illia m  M a rch 's  p e rso n a l o b s e rv a tio n s  and a c t u a l eve n ts from
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what i s  p u re ly  a r t i s t i c  in v e n tio n . W hile the o v e r a ll  s t r u c t u r e  o f the 

n o v e l, in  a manner s im ila r  to Thomas B o yd 's Through the Wheat, fo llo w s  

the g e n e ra l h i s t o r i c  p ro g re ss  o f the Am erican E x p e d it io n a ry  Force in  

Europe from 1917 u n t i l  a f t e r  the w ar, s p e c i f i c  in c id e n t s  and c h a r a c t e r s  

are  much more d i f f i c u l t  to equate w ith  actual, eve n ts and p e rso n s, as 

Roy Simmonds n o te s:

In e v it a b ly ,  the q u e stio n  must be posed: to what e x te n t i s  

Company K based on f a c t ?  As R ic h a rd  Crowder o b se rv e s,  

a lth o u g h  March m a in tain e d  th a t Company K was not au to 

b io g r a p h ic a l,  the book s u r e ly  had i t s  ro o ts  in  e v e n ts th at  

March had p e r s o n a lly  e x p e rie n c e d , w itn e sse d , and f e l t .  T h is  

C l i n t  B o lto n  c o n firm s . March co n fe sse d  to him, " I ' v e  used  

p e o p le , p la c e s ,  and in c id e n t s  in  my f i c t i o n  from r e a l  l i f e . "  

("U nending C i r c l e "  3 5 )

P erhaps one re aso n  f o r  M a rc h 's  r e lu c t a n c e  to be more e x p l i c i t  about 

the a c t u a l p e rso n s and even ts w hich se rv e  as the m im etic b a s is  o f  

Company K i s  th at when the c e n t r a l  event o f the n o v e l, the m assacre o f  

tw enty-tw o German p r is o n e r s - o f - w a r  by A m erican s o ld ie r s ,  was p u b lis h e d

as a sh o rt s t o ry , "Nine P r is o n e r s " — and many o f the v ig n e t t e s

c o m p ris in g  the n o ve l were f i r s t p u b lis h e d  as sh o rt s t o r i e s — in  the

December 1931 is s u e o f Forum, i t  u n le ash e d a storm  o f p r o t e s t .

A cco rd in g  to the view  h e ld  by la rg e  numbers o f the Am erican re a d in g  

p u b l ic ,  Am erican s o ld ie r s  co u ld  not do such a th in g  (Simmonds, "T e x tu a l  

Study" 1 1 2 ).  W ith such a re sp o n se , and such an eve n t— perhaps one o f

those " t h in g s  too hard to fo r g e t " March la t e r  m entioned to h is
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f a m ily — i t  might w e ll have been in  the a u t h o r 's  best in t e r e s t  to 

e x h ib it  some r e t ic e n c e .

I f  i t s  d e p ic t io n  o f the m assacre o f enemy p r is o n e r s  by Am erican  

tro o p s marks Company K as a d if f e r e n t  k in d  o f war n o v e l, i t s  o v e r a ll  

s t r u c t u r e  r e v e a ls  i t  to be v e ry  d if f e r e n t  in d e e d . F o r, as S ta n le y

Cooperman n o te s, Company K i s  a " c r o s s - s e c t io n a l  n a r r a t iv e , "  a

d e v e lo p in g  t a le  to ld  s e q u e n t ia lly  from che p e r s p e c t iv e s  o f the one

hundred and t h ir t e e n  s o ld ie r s  who make up Company K (2 4 2 ).  Whereas

John Dos P assos in  Three S o ld ie r s  expanded the war n o v e l 's  a b i l i t y  to  

p re se n t e x p e rie n c e  by em ploying th re e  p e r s p e c t iv e s ,  March opens the  

te x t to a much g re a te r  e x ten t when he p ro v id e s  o ver a hundred p o in t s  

o f v ie w . T h is  approach n e c e s s a r i ly  le a d s to an e p is o d ic  s t r u c t u r e ,  and 

as Simmonds comments some re v ie w e rs  were i n i t i a l l y  a lie n a t e d  by what 

they c o n s id e re d  Company K 's  frag m e n tary  n a tu re  ("U nending C i r c l e "  

3 6 - 3 7 ) .

However, W illia m  March was a more in n o v a t iv e  w r it e r  than o b je c t in g  

c r i t i c s  at f i r s t  a p p re c ia te d . For what he has done in  h is  n a r r a t iv e  i s  

to in te rw e a v e  a number o f p a r a l l e l  s t o r y - l i n e s  w hich u n fo ld  as the 

n o v e l p ro g re s s e s  and w hich are re v e a le d  in  the co u rse  o f the n a r r a t iv e  

by the one hundred t h ir t e e n  e y e w itn e sse s who n a r r a t e  the n o v e l. T h is  

approach c r e a t e s  m u lt ip le  le v e ls  o f s t r u c t u r a l  co m p le x ity  w it h in  the  

t e x t ,  and i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to f o llo w  the p ro g re s s  o f key c h a r a c t e r s  

th roughout the n o v e l as they and t h e ir  d e s t in ie s  are  re v e a le d  by o th e r  

c h a r a c t e r s .  For example, e a r ly  in  the n o v e l P r iv a t e s  Ted I r v in e ,  Walt 

W ebster, and Rowland G eers are d e s c rib e d , in  a v ig n e t t e  n a rra te d  by
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the la t t e r ,  as fro lic s o m e  young men, f lo u n d e rin g  in  the snow w h ile  in  

t r a in in g  in  V ir g in ia  and, as W ebster d e c la r e s ,  an x io u s to "w hip" the 

German army (5-6). However, what happens to these th ree as the n o vel 

u n fo ld s  emerges as an i r o n ic  a n t i-w a r statem ent, a p ro t e s t  as stro n g  

as any penned by B arb u sse. Geers i s  k i l l e d  soon a f t e r  the company 

re a ch e s F ran ce when an incom petent o f f i c e r ,  L ie u te n a n t Jew ett, o rd e rs  

him and o th e r men in to  a clump o f tre e s  in  s ig h t  o f German a r t i l l e r y  

w hich im m ed iately s h e l ls  them ( 8 4 ).  W ebster s u r v iv e s  the war but i s  

h o r r ib l y  d is f ig u r e d  by a f a c i a l  wound; he f o r c e s  the woman he was 

engaged to b e fo re  the war to m arry him, but on t h e ir  wedding n ig h t  she 

sa y s , " I f  you touch me, I ' l l  vo m it" (157). S l ig h t ly  wounded in  a c t io n ,  

I r v in e  r e t u r n s  home to have h is  wound ro t  and i n f e c t ,  f o r c in g  him to 

s u f f e r  a decade o f unending p a in  w h ile  ig n o rin g  o p p o rt u n it ie s  f o r  

s u ic id e  because i t  i s  " b e t t e r  to s u f f e r  the u lt im a t e  p a in s  o f h e l l  

than to a c h ie v e  freedom in  n o t h in g n e s s !"  (1 6 6 ).  The p ro t e s t  a g a in s t  

the b r u t a l it y  o f war through t h is  use o f m u lt ip le  v iew s and d elayed  

r e v e la t io n s  i s  p ro b a b ly  more e f f e c t iv e  than i f  the n o v e l were n a rra te d  

from a more t i g h t ly  c o n s t r ic t e d  p o in t  o f v ie w .

Not o n ly  the treatm ent o f the u lt im a t e  f a t e s  o f M a rch 's  w a r r io r s  

b e n e f it s  from the use o f m u lt ip le  p e r s p e c t iv e s ,  how ever. By u s in g  more 

than one e y e w itn e ss to d e s c rib e  an e v e n t, March a c h ie v e s  a more v a r ie d  

and o fte n  i r o n i c  e f f e c t ,  and th e re  are s e v e r a l in c id e n t s  in  the te x t  

w hich are  d e s c rib e d  in  t h is  m u lt i-d im e n s io n a l manner. One o f them, f o r  

exam ple, i s  the murder o f L ie u te n a n t A r c h ib a ld  Smith by P r iv a t e  Edward 

G a rt e r. The d ual p e rs p e c t iv e  in  t h is  case  r e v e a ls  a h o r r if y in g  iro n y
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in  th at C a rte r  sta b s Smith to death w ith  h is  bayonet because he 

b e lie v e s  Smith "has i t  in  fo r  me": Sm ith, in  f a c t ,  s in g le s  C a rte r  out 

fo r  s p e c ia l  duty because he b e lie v e s  he i s  the "b e st man in  my 

p la to o n " ( 5 5 - 5 8 ) .  With L ie u te n a n t Smith, however, an o th er, more 

n e g a tiv e , a sp e ct o f Company K as a n o vel i s  re v e a le d , and th a t i s  

s in c e  the in d iv id u a l  v ig n e tte s  are a l l  to ld  from a time sometime in  

the fu t u re  and each speaker i s  d e s c r ib in g  an event in  the p a s t, March 

f r e q u e n t ly  has a dead man d e s c rib e  h is  own d eath . I f  l im it e d  in  i t s  

u se, t h is  d e v ic e  might have been e f f e c t i v e ,  but as i t  i s ,  i t  i s  

overdone to the p o in t where i t  lo s e s  a l l  a b i l i t y  to shock o r s u r p r is e .  

Roy Simmonds comments, " I t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t March su sp e cted  he was 

u s in g  the d e v ic e  too f r e q u e n t ly ,  f o r  when he was p re p a rin g  the book 

v e r s io n  [fro m  se p a ra te  sh o rt s t o r i e s ] ,  he reduced the number o f th ese  

s e l f - r e l a t e d  d e a th s" (" T e x tu a l Study" 1 1 0 ). U n fo rtu n a te ly , March d id
g

not redu ce t h e ir  number enough.

W illia m  March u n i f ie s  the s t r u c t u r e  o f Company K. in  o th e r ways, 

to o . One o f th ese i s  the sim p le  o v e r a l l  d e sig n  o f the n o v e l w hich i s  

t r i p a r t i t e  in  n a tu re , c o n s is t in g  o f v ig n e t t e s  on the com pany's t r a in in g  

in  the U n ited  S ta te s , i t s  b a t t le  e x p e rie n c e s  in  F ra n ce , and f i n a l l y  

the a f t e r e f f e c t s  o f the war on those who s u r v iv e .  The second u n if y in g  

elem ent i s  the murder o f the tw enty-tw o German p r is o n e r s - o f - w a r  th at  

so o u trag ed  re a d e rs  o f the o r ig i n a l  sh o rt s t o ry  in  December 1931. T h is  

m assacre i s  in tro d u c e d  in  the f i r s t  o f Company K 's  sk e tc h e s, th a t o f  

P r iv a t e  Joseph D elaney, M a rch 's  a l t e r  ego, who arg u e s w ith  h is  w ife

about the in c lu s io n  o f the in c id e n t  in  the book he has ju s t  w r it t e n
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( 3 ) .  I t  i s  the lo n g e st and most d e t a ile d  o f the in c id e n t s  in  the n o vel 

and i s  d e s c rib e d  s e q u e n t ia lly  by the v a r io u s  members o f the company 

who act as e x e c u t io n e rs . R e a ctio n s to the in c id e n t  among the n a r r a t o r s  

o f Company K v a ry  g r e a t ly ;  C o rp o ra l C la re n c e  F o s te r c a r r i e s  out h is  

o rd e rs  w ith  a sense o f v in d ic a t io n  s in c e  he i s  re ve n g in g  those a c t s  

p e rp e tra te d  by the Germans a c c o rd in g  to the a t r o c it y  s t o r ie s ,  but 

P r iv a t e  C h a rle s  Gordon has a d if f e r e n t  r e a c t io n :

I  stood th ere  sp ra y in g  b u l le t s  from s id e  to s id e  in  

acco rd an ce w ith  in s t r u c t io n s .  . . . "E v e ry th in g  I  was e v e r  

taught to b e lie v e  about m ercy, j u s t i c e  and v ir t u e  i s  a l i e , "  

I  th ough t. . . . "But the b ig g e s t  l i e  o f a l l  are  the words 

'God i s  L o v e .' That i s  r e a l l y  the most t e r r i b l e  l i e  th a t man 

e v e r thought o f . "  (8 6 )

Men l i k e Gordon become as much v ic t im s o f t h is  in c id e n t  as are the

tw enty-tw o s l a i n German s o l d ie r s ,  and March a c h ie v e s  p a rt o f the

c o n t in u it y o f h i s p lo t by d em o n stratin g la t e r  in  the te x t how i t s

e f f e c t s  rem ain w ith  them.

The l in g e r in g  e f f e c t  o f the m assacre i s  p ro b a b ly  most e v id e n t in  

the c h a r a c t e r  o f P r iv a t e  W illia m  Nugent who a f t e r  the war i s  executed  

f o r  k i l l i n g  a "co p " and r e j e c t s  the p r is o n  c h a p la in 's  o f f e r  o f a 

chance f o r  re p en tan ce w ith :

"Say le t  me t e l l  you som ething about a b ig  jo b  I  p u lle d  once 

when i  was in  the army. I  was a young f e llo w  then, and I  

b e lie v e d  a l l  the b alo n ey y o u 'r e  t a lk in g  now. I  b e lie v e d  

th a t. . . . W e ll, anyway, wre took a bunch o f p r is o n e r s  one
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so the cop o f my o u t f it  made us take 'em in to  a d it c h ,  l in e  

'em up and shoot 'em. Then a week la t e r  when we were back in  

r e s t  b i l l e t s ,  he lin e d  the company up and made us a l l  go to 

ch u rch  to l is t e n  to a b ir d  l ik e  you t a lk  b alo n e y . . . . "  (1 4 5 )  

L ik e  Gordon, Nugent has r e je c t e d  the concept o f "God i s  L o v e ," and he 

has done so most e m p h a tic a lly . M oreover, March o b v io u s ly  means to  

sug g est th at both N u g en t's r e je c t io n  o f the c h a p la in  and murder o f the 

cop, a s u b s t it u t e  f o r  h is  commanding o f f i c e r ,  are  the r e s u lt s  o f a 

p s y c h o lo g ic a l p ath o lo g y  growing out o f the murder o f the German 

s o l d i e r s .

I t  m ight be expected th at the use o f sh o rt sk e tch e s in  Company K 

would p re s e n t d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  the developm ent o f c h a r a c t e r  s in c e  so 

l i t t l e  space i s  a v a ila b le  to dem onstrate grow th, complex r e la t i o n 

s h ip s ,  o r change. Yet M a rch 's  use o f m u lt ip le  n a r r a t o r s  commenting 

o ve r an extended p e rio d  o f tim e does manage to at le a s t  p a r t ly  

a l l e v i a t e  t h is  problem . In  some c a s e s , as w ith  W illia m  Nugent, the  

manner in  w hich a c h a r a c t e r  i s  d e s c rib e d  by o th e rs  and h is  s e l f 

te stim o n y  combine to form a f a i r l y  f u l l  com posite c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n .

Perhaps the most f u l l y  drawn o f the c h a r a c t e r s  by M a rch 's  m u lt ip le  

e y e w itn e sse s in  Company K i s  the commanding o f f i c e r ,  C a p ta in  T erence

L. M a tlo ck . F i r s t  in tro d u c e d  in  the e a r ly ,  t r a in in g  s e c t io n  o f the

n o v e l, M atlo ck  i s  p re se n te d  as a p e tty  ty ra n t  who r e v e a ls  h im s e lf  by 

h is  a c t io n s  when he in s p e c t s  h is  m en's k i t s  p r i o r  to t h e ir  going on

le a v e :
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The second man had p la c e d  h is  c lo t h e s  on the t a b le .  I

p ick e d  them up and threw them in  the mud w ith o u t lo o k in g  at  

them. Then as each man came up w ith  h is  c lo t h e s ,  I  took them 

from h is  arm and threw them in to  the m ud-puddle. A ft e r  th a t,  

I  took the p asses from W a lle r,  to re  them in to  t in y  p ie c e s

and s c a t te re d  them on a p i le  o f manure. . . . (1 6 )

What most o f the men o f Company K th in k  o f t h e ir  C a p ta in  i s  re v e a le d  

by them throughout the te x t, and t h e ir  w id e ly  s c a t te re d  comments when 

drawn to g e th e r c re a te  a d e v a s ta tin g  p o r t r a i t .  He i s  " N it - w it  T e r r y —

th at rib b o n  s e l l i n g  w onder"; "Fishm outh T e r r y " ;  and "th a t a s s ,

M a tlo c k ."  And i t  i s ,  o f c o u rse , C a p ta in  M a tlo ck , N u g en t's "cop o f my 

o u t f i t , "  who o rd e rs  the murder o f the German p r is o n e r s .

The most r e v e a lin g  o f the s c a t t e r e d  comments about M atlo ck  

u n d ou b ted ly o c c u rs  when P r iv a t e  Abraham R ic k e y  re p o r t s  him sh o t:

" I t  was ju s t  one b u l l e t ,  but went a l l  the way through h is  

head. When I  tu rn ed  him on h is  fa c e ,  I  saw a te a s p o o n fu l o f  

b r a in s  had run out on the g ro u n d ."

"W ait a m inute now . . . take i t  e asy , s a i l o r ! "  s a id  

Sergeant Dunning. "How much b r a in s  d id  you say ran  out o f  

Fishm outh T e r r y 's  head? . . . "

"About a t e a s p o o n f u l,"  I  s a id .

Everybody shook t h e ir  heads and shrugged t h e ir

s h o u ld e r s .

"A re you su re  i t  was C a p ta in  M atlo ck you p ic k e d  up?" the

se rg e an t asked a g a in .
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"Why, y e s ,"  I  s a id .  "Sure i t  w a s."

Everybody began to lau g h . . . . "Be re a s o n a b le !"  s a id  

V e ste r K e it h . "Be re a s o n a b le !— I f  th at many b ra in s  ran o u t, 

i t  c o u ld n 't  p o s s ib ly  have been our T e r r y ! "  (.104-05)

K e it h 's  comment i s ,  o f c o u rse , in  keep in g  w ith  the g e n e ra l view  o f the  

C a p ta in  apparent in  the ph rase " th a t  a s s ,  M a tlo c k ."  However, the 

"d e a th " re p o rte d  by P r iv a t e  R ick e y  p o in t s  to an o th er a sp e ct o f M a rc h 's  

use o f m u lt ip le  p o in t s  o f v ie w . W ith the in c re a s e  in  p e r s p e c t iv e s  

comes an in c r e a s e  in  am b ig u ity ; a c h o ic e  o f p o s s ib le  " t r u t h s "  i s  now 

p ro v id e d . In  the case of M atlo ck , the re a d e r i s  l e f t  w ith  two 

a lt e r n a t iv e s .  For w h ile  R ic k e y , a p p a re n tly  w ith  honest c o n v ic t io n ,  

r e p o r t s  him shot through the head, an o b v io u s ly  f a t a l  wound, P r iv a t e  

R ufus Yeomans la t e  in  the n o ve l meets a somewhat seedy T erence M atlo ck  

and i n v it e s  him to d in n e r, a p p a re n t ly  w ith  e q u a lly  honest c o n v ic t io n  

(1 8 0 ).  And even the c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n  o f the C a p ta in  c o n ta in s  t h is  

a m b ig u ity : w h ile  the m a jo r it y  o f men in  the company sh are V e ste r  

K e it h 's  view  o f M atlo ck as " n e a r ly  b r a in l e s s , "  the C a p t a in 's  o r d e r ly ,  

P r iv a t e  R alph  B r u c k e r , says o f him : " H e 's  alw ays tre a te d  me r ig h t ,  and 

h e 's  not a bad guy, no m atter what you f e llo w s  t h in k "  ( 6 5 ) .

W ith i t s  one hundred and t h ir t e e n  e y e w itn e ss n a r r a t o r - p a r t ic ip a n t s  

and i t s  c a r e f u l l y  in terw oven  s t o r y - l i n e s ,  Company K i s  a h ig h ly  

p o lis h e d  l i t e r a r y  work, a f i n e l y  c r a f t e d  n o v e l,  but as w ith  o th e r  

a n t i-w a r  n o v e ls  i t  i s  a ls o  a p ro t e s t  a g a in s t  the b a r b a r it y  o f techno

l o g i c a l  w a rfa re  and a resp o n se to the h e r o ic ,  t r a d it io n a l  " g e n te e l"  

p re s e n t a t io n  o f war in  e a r l i e r  Am erican f i c t i o n ,  and in  Am erican
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c u lt u r e  in  g e n e ra l.  T h is  element o f p ro t e s t  may be seen most c l e a r l y  

in  the testim o n y o f P r iv a te  S y lv e s t e r  W endell who, in s t r u c t e d  to w rit e  

l e t t e r s  o f condolence to the f a m ilie s  o f those k i l l e d  in  a c t io n ,  

"g a g s" a f t e r  w r it in g  about t h ir t y  f i l l e d  w ith  l i e s  and e le c t s  to w rit e  

the tru th  at le a s t  once:

Dear Madam:

Your son F r a n c is ,  d ie d  n e e d le s s ly  in  B e lle a u  Wood. You 

w i l l  be in t e r e s t e d  to hear th at at the time o f h is  death he 

was c ra w lin g  w ith  verm in and weak from d ia rr h e a . H is  fe e t  

were sw o lle n  and ro tt e n  and they sta n k . He l iv e d  l i k e  a 

fr ig h t e n e d  an im a l, c o ld  and hungry. Then, on June 6th, a 

p ie c e  o f sh ra p n e l h i t  him and he d ie d  in  agony, s lo w ly .  

Y ou'd n ever b e lie v e  th a t he c o u ld  l i v e  th re e  h o u rs, but he 

d id .  He l iv e d  th re e  f u l l  h o u rs scream ing and c u r s in g  by 

t u r n s .  He had n o th in g  to h o ld  on to , you se e : He had le a rn e d  

long ago th at what he had been taught to b e lie v e  by you, h is  

m other, who lo ve d  him, under the m e an in g less names o f honor, 

co u rag e , and p a t r io t is m ,  were a l l  l i e s .  . . . (6 3 )

W endell d e s tro y s  h is  l e t t e r  a f t e r  w r it in g  i t ,  but the in d ictm e n t o f  

the f a ls e  id e a lis m  o f the G e n te e l T r a d it io n ,  w ith  i t s  b e l i e f  in  h ig h e r  

m o ra l, a b s t ra c t  v a lu e s  l ik e  "h o n o r, co u rag e , and p a t r io t is m "  i s  

c o n s t a n t ly  p re se n t in  Company K, ju s t  as i t  i s  p re se n t in  o th e r W orld  

War I  n o v e ls  such as E rn e st Hemingway's A F a re w e ll to Arm s♦

For decades, c r i t i c s  m ain tain e d  th a t the e x p e rie n c e s  o f F r e d e r ic  

Henry in  A F a re w e ll to Arms were based upon E rn e st Hemingway's
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e x p e rie n c e s  in  I t a l y  d u rin g  the G reat War, and i t  w a sn 't u n t i l  c r i t i c s  

such as C h a rle s  Fenton in  h is  The A p p re n tic e s h ip  o f E rn e st Hemingway 

(1 9 5 4 ) re v e a le d  ju s t  how s e v e re ly  l im it e d  Hemingway's p a r t ic ip a t io n  

was th at a more a c c u ra te  u n d e rsta n d in g  o f how m im etic elem ents a re  

employed in  the n o vel began to ap p e ar. C lo s e r  exam in atio n  o f the t e x t,  

such as th at o f M ich ael Reynolds in  Hemingway’ s F i r s t  War, re v e a le d  

th at w h ile  Hemingway d id  employ some a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l in c id e n t s  and 

p e rso n s in  A F a re w e ll to Arm s, he a ls o  re se a rc h e d  the h i s t o r i c  re c o rd  

to c a r e f u l l y  p ro v id e  a c c u ra te  and o fte n  m inute d e t a i l  on eve n ts  

o c c u r r in g  in  I t a l y  from 1915 through 1917 in  w hich F r e d e r ic  Henry 

ta k e s p a r t .

There a re , o f c o u rs e , s t i l l  some a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l elem ents w it h in  

A Farew el l  to Arms e v id e n t in  in c id e n t s  such as F r e d e r ic  H e n ry 's  

wounding by m o rtar f i r e  and in  c h a r a c t e r s  such as R in a ld i,  who i s  

based on I t a l i a n  c a p t a in  and Hemingway f r ie n d  E n ric o  Serena; Count 

G r e f f i ,  the n in e t y -e ig h t  y e a r o ld  Count G re p p i, who b e frie n d e d  

Hemingway in  I t a l y ;  and most n o ta b ly  C a th e rin e  B a rk le y , who i s  a 

com posite based on n u rse Agnes von Kuhowsky and o th e r women Hemingway

had known such as h is  f i r s t  two w iv e s , H adley R ich a rd so n  and P a u lin e

9
P f e i f f e r  (O ld se y  4 7 ).  However, much o f what F r e d e r ic  Henry e x p e rie n c e s  

i s  e it h e r  the r e s u lt  o f Hemingway's im a g in a tio n  o r the use o f h i s t o r i c  

r e s e a rc h  tra n sp o se d  in to  f i c t i o n .

M ich a e l R eynolds has dem onstrated th at the d e t a i ls  in  A F a re w e ll  

to Arms are  a c c u ra te  in  terms o f geography, o fte n  minute g e o g ra p h ic  

d e t a i ls ;  h i s t o r i c  even ts such as the placem ent and a c t io n s  o f I t a l i a n



127

a rm ie s; the f a c t s  o f the C ap o retto  r e t r e a t ;  and even the w eather 

(c h a p s. 4 and 5 ) .  Robert W. Lew is c a r r i e s  t h is  exam ination of the 

n o v e l's  m im etic a c c u ra c y  f u r t h e r  when he argues th at a p r in c ip a l  

so u rce  f o r  much o f the n o v e l's  a c c u ra c y  o f d e t a i l  i s  B r i t i s h  h is t o r ia n  

G. M. T r e v e ly a n 's  Scenes from I t a l y ' s Wars (1 9 1 9 ) and notes th at th e re  

a re  p a r a l l e l s  in  p la ce  d e s c r ip t io n  between the n o v e l and those p ro v id e d  

by the h is t o r ia n  ("Hemingway in  I t a l y "  2 2 8 ). Lew is a ls o  o b se rv e s

p a r a l l e l s  between the a c t io n s  and o b s e rv a tio n s  o f F r e d e r ic  Henry, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  the C ap o retto  s e c t io n  o f the n o v e l, and those perform ed  

and o bserved  by T re v e ly a n :

W hile Hemingway's c h a r a c t e r s ,  d ia lo g u e , and some a c t io n  seem 

to be h is  own in v e n t io n , the g e n e ra l a c t io n ,  in c lu d in g  the  

geography and tim in g , p a r a l l e l s  T r e v e ly a n 's .  J u s t  as L t .  

Henry i s  w orking w ith  h is  am bulances at P la v a  when the

C ap o re tto  d is a s t e r  b e g in s , so i s  T re v e ly a n ; j u s t  as L t .  

Henry i s  among the l a s t  to le a v e  G o r iz ia  and wants to g iv e  

h is  d r iv e r s  a chance to r e s t  b e fo re  le a v in g ,  so does 

T re v e ly a n ; ju s t  as the A m erican i s  o rd e re d  to evacuate

equipment (not wounded) in  h is  am bulances, so i s  the E n g lis h 

man. Both re p e a te d ly  m ention the r a in ,  the h o r r ib ly  s lo w -

moving and d is o rg a n iz e d  crow ds, the p o l i t i c a l  sen tim en ts o f  

the w ar-w eary I t a l i a n s ,  some o f whom were tu rn in g  to  

s o c ia lis m ,  the i n f i l t r a t i o n  t a c t i c s  o f the Germans, the  

f r o n t - l i n e  s o l d i e r s '  h a tre d  o f the w a r - p r o f it e e r s  and

s la c k e r s .  . . . Both m ention th at the h o s p it a l  p e rso n n e l
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l e f t  in  e ch e lo n s, and both la t e r  le a rn  how they were 

d is p e rs e d  and o fte n  had to abandon t h e ir  v e h ic le s  as they, 

l ik e  L t .  Henry, turned o f f  the congested main road hoping to 

b y -p a ss the crow ds. ("Hemingway in  I t a l y "  2 3 2 -3 3 )

Hemingway dem onstrated in  A F a re w e ll to Arms th a t th e re  i s  more than  

one way to rep rod u ce fa c t  m im e t ic a lly  in  f i c t i o n :  th a t the o n ly  so u rce  

f o r  f i c t i o n a l  v e r is im i l i t u d e  need not be d ir e c t  p a r t ic ip a t io n ,  the  

t r a d it io n  o f the e y e w itn e ss, but th a t h i s t o r i c a l  re s e a rc h  and the use  

o f e x p e rie n c e  o f o th e rs can e f f e c t i v e l y  be employed to a cco m p lish  the  

same ends.

By t u rn in g  to o u ts id e  re s o u r c e s ,  Hemingway expanded the concept  

o f the W orld War I  n o ve l beyond the narrow  w itn e s s  and testim o n y  

l im it a t io n s  o f w r it e r s  such as Thomas Boyd, and he a ls o  c o r r e c t ly  

sensed th a t by 1929 d e s c r ip t io n  o f w a r 's  carn ag e and b a t t le  scen es had 

a lre a d y  been done to e x c e s s . For t h is  re a so n , Hemingway in t e n t io n a l ly  

muted such d e s c r ip t io n s ,  u n d e rs ta t in g  them as he o fte n  u n d e rsta te d  the  

p o t e n t ia l ly  g a r is h  in  h is  f i c t i o n :

There was alw ays t h is  te m p tatio n  to s l i p  in to  the o v e r

w r it t e n  p ro se  o f the p o p u la r war n o v e l. C o n s c io u s ly  aware o f  

the p i t f a l l ,  Hemingway w rote a note to h im s e lf  . . . and 

then c i r c l e d  i t  f o r  em phasis: " Watch out f o r  t h i s . "  

(R e y n o ld s, F i r s t  War 59)

M ich a e l Reynolds a ls o  notes E rn e st Hemingway rew rote s e c t io n s  o f A 

F a re w e ll to Arms to reduce the o ver-w rought use o f p h y s ic a l d e s c r ip t io n

such as was o fte n  found in  e a r l i e r  war n o v e ls .  I t  i s  t h is  co n cern  f o r
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the n o vel as c r a f t  th at t y p i f i e s  A Fa re w e ll to Arms and h e lp s  in  

making i t  more than another n a r r a t iv e  about World War I .  Thus, 

Hemingway s u c c e s s f u l ly  tran scen ded  the su b -g en re o f war l it e r a t u r e  

w ith  t h is  n o vel in  h is  p lo t ,  c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n s ,  and theme, c o n v e rt in g  

the war n a r r a t iv e  in to  something both b e t t e r  c r a f t e d  and more e n d u rin g .

The elem ent th at d ic t a t e s  most s t r o n g ly  the k in d  o f n o v e l A 

F a re w e ll to Arms became was i t s  n a r r a t o r ,  F r e d e r ic  Henry, who has 

e x p e rie n c e d  a l l  th at has happened in  the n o ve l and re co u n ts those  

e x p e rie n c e s  from some p o in t in  the f u t u r e ,  as R obert W. Lew is noted in  

Hemingway on L o v e :

. . . a l l  the eve n ts th at have c re a te d  h is  sense o f lo s s  and 

i s o l a t i o n  have a lre a d y  o c c u rre d  when he b e g in s the  

p r e s e n t a t io n  o f h is  s t o ry ,  and each scene th a t he r e c r e a t e s  

f o r  us i s  d is t o r t e d  by the c l im a c t ic  event o f C a t h e r in e 's  

death at the end o f the n o v e l. (4 0 ) ^

What t h is  n a r r a t iv e  stan ce  le a d s to i s  a d is p a r it y  between the a c t io n s  

o f the young F r e d e r ic  Henry and the knowledge p o sse sse d  by the more 

m ature F r e d e r ic  Henry who re c o u n ts  them, and t h is  d is p a r it y  in  tu rn  

c r e a t e s  the t r a g ic  sense o f iro n y , and t r a g ic  tone, th a t perm eates the  

n o v e l,  as S ch o le s and K e llo g g  observed  i t  was l i k e l y  to : " Ir o n y  i s  

alw ays the r e s u lt  o f a d is p a r it y  o f u n d e rsta n d in g . In  any s it u a t io n  in  

w hich one p e rso n  knows o r p e r c e iv e s  more— o r l e s s — than a n o th er, iro n y  

must be e it h e r  a c t u a lly  or p o t e n t ia l ly  p re s e n t"  (2 4 0 ).  T h is  t r a g ic  

iro n y  i s  e v id e n t throughout the n o v e l, but sometimes the knowledge o f  

the mature n a r r a t o r  emerges d i r e c t l y  from the te x t as when F r e d e r ic
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Henry exam ines h is  re aso n s fo r  not going to the p r i e s t ' s  home at 

Abruzz i :

I  had gone to no such p la c e  but to the smoke o f c a fe s  and 

n ig h t s  when the room w h irle d  and you needed to look at the 

w a ll to make i t  sto p , n ig h ts  in  bed, drun k, when you knew 

th at th at was a l l  th e re  was, and the stra n g e  excitem en t o f  

w aking and not knowing who i t  was w ith  you, and the w o rld  

a l l  u n re a l in  the dark and so e x c it in g  th at you must resume 

a g a in  unknowing and not c a r in g  in  the n ig h t ,  su re  th a t t h is  

was a l l  and a l l  and a l l  and not c a r in g .  Suddenly to ca re  

v e ry  much and to s le e p  to wake w ith  i t  sometimes m orning and 

a l l  th a t had been th e re  gone and e v e ry th in g  sharp and h ard  

and c le a r  and sometimes a d is p u te  about the c o s t .  . . .  I  

t r ie d  to t e l l  about the n ig h t  and the d if f e r e n c e  between the

n ig h t and the day and 

day was v e ry  c le a n  and

d id  net know th a t then,

to R i n a l d i 's  c a r n a l ( F i r s t  War

how the n ig h t was b e t t e r  u n le s s  the  

c o ld  and I  c o u ld  not t e l l  i t ;  as I

cannot t e l l  i t  now. But i f  you have had i t  you know. [The 

p r i e s t ]  had not had i t  but he un d ersto o d  th a t I  had r e a l l y  

wanted to go to the A b ru z z i but had not gone and we were 

s t i l l  f r ie n d s ,  w ith  many t a s t e s  a l ik e ,  but w ith  the d i f f e r 

ence between u s. He had] alw ays known what I  d id  not know and 

what, when I  le a rn e d  in ,  I  was alw ays a b le  to fo r g e t .  But I

a lth o u g h  I  le a rn e d  i t  l a t e r .  (1 3 -1 4 )

The p r i e s t ,  as Reynolds n o te s, re p re s e n t s  the s p i r i t u a l  in  o p p o s it io n

4 3 ).  The " i t "  o f t h is  passage would
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appear to be knowledge o f the human c o n d it io n ,  an e x is t e n t ia l  knowledge 

fo r  Henry drunk in  the n ig h t,  and one which he comes to know b e t te r  

than even th at r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f the s p i r i t ,  the p r i e s t .  But what i s  

e s p e c ia l ly  s i g n i f ic a n t  about t h is  passage i s  i t  i s  the o ld e r ,  matured  

F r e d e r ic  Henry who " le a rn e d  i t  l a t e r , "  "who was alw ays a b le  to 

f o r g e t , "  and "who cannot t e l l  i t  now.” I t  i s  th at F r e d e r ic  Henry who 

in t ru d e s  h e re .

That mature n a r r a t o r  p ro v id e s  A F a re w e ll to Arms— and the d ev elo p 

ment o f the Am erican war n o v e l— w ith  a d e c e p tiv e , com plex, and f u l l y  

d eveloped p o in t  o f view . F r e d e r ic  Henry ap p ears to be a d ir e c t  f i r s t  

p e rso n  n a r r a t o r ,  but the f a c t  th at he i s  a re m in is c in g  n a r r a t o r

c r e a t e s  a "d u a l v o ic e , "  and t h is  se rv e s  to c re a te  much o f the d ram atic

t e n s io n , t r a g ic  iro n y , and am b ig u ity  found throughout the n o v e l.

Much o f what f u r n is h e s  the t r a g ic  ir o n y  o f A F a re w e ll to Arms

r e s u lt s  from the f a i l u r e  o f lo ve  at the end o f the n o ve l s in c e  i t  i s

t h is  event w hich shapes the mature n a r r a t o r  F r e d e r ic  Henry, and f o r

the a b s o lu te  sense o f an g u ish  o r a n g st, i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  th a t th e re  be

no p o s s i b i l i t y  o f any hope in  the f i n a l  e p is o d e . Fo r t h is  re a so n ,

Hemingway had F r e d e r ic  and C a t h e r in e ’ s baby born dead, a f t e r  f i r s t

11
h a v in g  a llo w e d  i t  to l iv e  (R e y n o ld s F i r s t  War 4 6 ) . ”' A l i v i n g  c h i ld  

would have p re se n te d  a p o s s i b i l i t y  o f hope. And t h is  a ls o  e x p la in s  why 

HemingwTay re a c te d  w ith  such vehemence and avo id ed  the s p e c ia l  showing

o f the f i lm  v e r s io n  o f A F a re w e ll to Arm s, w ith  i t s  happy e n d in g , in  

P ig g o tt,  A rk a n sa s, when i t  was re le a s e d  (James Gray 3 1 ) .  Such an

injudicious tam pering w ith  the s t o r y 's  c o n c lu s io n  co u ld  not h e lp  but
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underm ine the e n t ir e  sense of h o p e le ssn e ss  and angst upon w hich the 

e n t ir e  work r e s t s ;  w ithout the d e fe a t o f lo v e , w hich ends in  

C a t h e r in e 's  death, F r e d e r ic  H e n ry 's  t r a g ic  iro n y  would be m e a n in g le ss.

In  terms o f p lo t ,  A F a re w e ll to Arms c o n s is t s  o f f iv e  m ajor 

e p is o d e s w ith  a l l  the a c t io n  but the f i r s t  few c h a p te rs ,  w hich a re  se t  

in  1915 and 1916, and the la s t  th re e , w hich o ccu r in  the e a r ly  months 

o f 1918, ta k in g  p la c e  in  1917. Each o f the f iv e  books, as R eynolds  

n o te s, fu n c t io n s  l ik e  a sh o rt s t o ry  w ith  a se p a ra te  c lim a x : F r e d e r ic 's  

wounding, C a t h e r in e 's  pregnancy, F r e d e r ic  H e n ry 's  escape from the  

c a r a b i n ie r i  at the T ag liam en to , the c o u p le 's  escape in to  S w itz e rla n d ,  

and C a t h e r in e 's  h o s p it a l iz a t io n  in  c h i ld b ir t h  ( F i r s t  War 4 2 ).  The war 

and the d e v e lo p in g  lo ve  between C a th e rin e  and F r e d e r ic  a re  the prim e  

a re a s o f in t e r e s t  throughout the f i r s t  th re e  books a f t e r  w h ich , w ith  

F r e d e r ic  H e n ry 's  j u s t i f i a b l e  se p a ra te  p eace— the f lo o r w a lk e r  who 

e le c t e d  not to re t u r n  f o r  b u s in e s s  a f t e r  b ein g  th re a te n e d  w ith  sh o o tin g  

( 2 3 2 ) — the fo cu s s h i f t s  to the lo v e r s  e sca p in g  to and l i v i n g  in  

S w it z e r la n d . The p lo t  i s  s e r v ic e a b le  and in  term s o f i t s  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  

movements t r a d i t i o n a l ,  save f o r  the r e m in is c in g  n a r r a t o r ,  but i t  i s  

what happens to the c h a r a c t e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  to F r e d e r ic ,  w it h in  the  

p lo t  w hich i s  more im p o rta n t, as w e ll  as what the fa t e  th at b e f a l l s  

him has to say about the tw in themes o f lo ve  and w ar.

In  a sen se, A F a re w e ll to Arm s, l ik e  o th e r war n o v e ls ,  i s  a 

B ildungsrom an w ith  the young F r e d e r ic  Henry a c q u ir in g  g re a t e r  aware

n ess through h is  d efea t in  war and h is  d e fe a t in  lo v e , a d e fe a t  

a lre a d y  e x p e rie n c e d  by the time C a th e rin e  d ie s .  But t h is  aw areness i s
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o n ly  o b liq u e ly  e v id e n t through the mature n a r r a t o r  F r e d e r ic  H enry. 

Readers who f a i l  to see the im portance o f the mature n a r r a t o r  m isread  

the n o v e l. In  "S hooting the S erg ean t— F r e d e r ic  H e n ry 's  P u z z lin g  

A c t io n ,"  C h a rle s  J .  N olan, J r . ,  f o r  exam ple, in c o r r e c t ly  s t a t e s ,  "to  

make F r e d e r ic  le s s  than h e r o ic  i s  to u n d ercu t h is  c h a r a c t e r  and 

d im in is h  Hemingway's meaning" ( 2 7 3 ) .  F r e d e r ic  Henry i s ,  in  f a c t ,  

throughout the n o ve l not at a l l  h e r o ic ;  at tim es, he comes v e ry  c lo s e  

to b ein g  a b u n g le r. There are  abundant c lu e s  w it h in  the te x t to  

su p p o rt such a view , w ith  th at o f the I t a l i a n  surgeon R in a ld i  e v id e n t  

f i r s t .  D e sp ite  the f a c t  th at F r e d e r ic  Henry says o f R in a ld i,  he "was 

my a g e ,"  the surgeon alw ays assumes the r o le  o f the more m ature, more 

e x p e rie n c e d  c h a r a c t e r ,  r e f e r r in g  to L ie u te n a n t Henry f r e q u e n t ly  as  

"baby" and c o n c e rn in g  the e a r ly  l u s t f u l  se e k in g  a f t e r  o f M iss B a rk le y —  

"You have th at p le a s a n t a i r  o f a dog in  h e a t " — as a " l i t t l e  puppy" 

( 2 7 ) .  In  a c t io n  a f t e r  a c t io n ,  F r e d e r ic  Henry makes the h e r o ic ,  the  

"m anly" attem pt and f a i l s :  at b i l l i a r d s ,  he lo s e s ;  f is h in g  f o r  la k e  

t r o u t ,  he c a tc h e s  n o th in g ; and sh o o tin g  the se rg e a n t— N o la n 's  example 

o f " h e r o ic  d u ty "— he f i r s t  m isse s then wounds the f le e in g  man (w h ich  

one o f the two se rg e a n ts  i s  n e ve r r e v e a le d ),  le a v in g  B o n e llo  to f i n i s h  

o f f  the botched jo b . And, o f c o u rs e , when Henry i s  wounded h is  a c t io n s  

are  in t e n t io n a l ly  u n h e ro ic : he i s  " e a t in g  c h e e se "— n e a r ly  as p r o s a ic  a 

ta sk  as handing out c ig a r e t t e s  and c h o c o la te . Thus, M ich a e l Reynolds  

i s  a good d ea l more c o r r e c t  than Nolan when he o b serve s o f F r e d e r ic  

H en ry :

. • • he i s  a llo w ed  none o f the am bulan ce-co rps h e r o ic s
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found in  so many a u to b io g ra p h ic  acco u n ts from the w estern  

f r o n t .  Even in  h is  a lm o s t -h e ro ic  row up the la k e , i t  i s  not 

C a th e rin e  whom F r e d e r ic  i s  sa v in g , but h im s e lf .  S u rv iv in g  i s  

the o n ly  v ir t u e  p e rm itte d  him. ( F i r s t  War 60)

I f  so many re a d e rs ,  c r i t i c s ,  and Hollywood p ro d u ce rs over the y e a rs  

have in s is t e d  upon se e in g  L ie u te n a n t Henry as h e r o ic ,  perhaps i t  i s  

because he i s  so w e ll d is g u is e d ,  so w e ll  cam ouflaged, l ik e  so many

o th e r elem ent in  t h is  n o v e l— phoney d o c to rs ; a f ix e d  h o rse  ra c e ;  

Germans d is g u is e d  as I t a l i a n s ,  but who d o n 't  e x is t ;  and a ro m an tic  

lo ve  w hich i s  a game, but then i s  n o t, but becomes one— as Robert

Lew is n o te s ( Hemingway on Love 4 1 - 4 2 ).  However, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  

comprehend how any re a d e r, once he o r she has r e a l iz e d  the n a r r a t iv e

v o ic e  employed in  o f A F a re w e ll to Arm s, can see F r e d e r ic  Henry as

h e r o ic ;  the g r e a t e r  knowledge the mature n a r r a t o r  b r in g s  to the n o v e l 

once he has s u f f e r e d  the tw in  f a i l u r e s  o f lo ve  and war v i r t u a l l y  

r e q u ir e s  th a t the ad ven tu res o f the young man be c a s t  in  an a n t i

ro m a n tic, a n t i- h e r o ic  mode.

Hemingway em phasized the u n h e ro ic  in  A F a re w e ll to A rm s1 war 

c h a p te rs  where the im portant a c t io n  co n ce rn s not a s u c c e s s f u l  

o f f e n s iv e ,  but a d is a s t r o u s  r e t r e a t ,  w hich in  i t s e l f  i s  an a n t i- h e r o ic  

a c t io n  and w hich in  the n o ve l i s  re n d e re d  even more so by the p a n ick e d  

r e a c t io n s  o f the I t a l i a n s .  The o n ly  s o ld ie r s  whose deaths are  d e s c rib e d  

in  the C ap o re tto  s e c t io n  o f the n o v e l, a f t e r  a l l ,  are I t a l i a n s  shot by 

o th e r I t a l i a n s ,  o r wounded by F r e d e r ic  Henry and k i l l e d  by B o n e llo .  

Even the r e t r e a t  and i t s  k i l l i n g s  are not e x c it in g  o r " ro m a n tic iz e d "
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In  any way, but o n ly  I l l o g i c a l :

There was no danger. We had .--alked through two arm ies  

w ith o u t in c id e n t .  I f  Aymo had not been k i l l e d  th ere  would 

n ever have seemed to be any danger. No one had bothered us 

when we were in  p la in  s ig h t  alo n g  the r a ilw a y . The k i l l i n g  

came suddenly and u n re a so n a b le . (2 1 8 )

The u n re a so n a b le n e ss o f the e n t ir e  a c t io n  c o n tin u e s  at the b rid g e  on 

the Tagliam en to  where the c a r a b i n ie r i  are  m e th o d ic a lly  sh o o tin g  

s e le c t e d  o f f i c e r s  and o th e r s u s p ic io u s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  sh o o tin g  them w ith  

the p a s s io n le s s n e s s  of autom atons— " i f  they had minds and i f  they  

w orked" ( 2 2 4 ) .  And F r e d e r ic  H enry, in  h is  p r o s a ic  metaphor o f the 

f lo o r w a lk e r s  knowing they would be shot a f t e r  a f i r e  i f  they spoke 

w ith  an a cce n t and e le c t in g  not to r e t u r n  when the s to re  reo pen s,  

c o n tin u e s  the u n d e rsta te d , a n t i- h e r o ic  view  a f t e r  h is  baptism  and 

r e b ir t h  in  the T a g liam en to .

What fo llo w s  f o r  A F a re w e ll to A rm s1 p ro t a g o n is t  i s  h a r d ly  an 

improvement s in c e  the ro m an tic in t e r lu d e  in  S w itz e rla n d  w ith  the 

p reg n an t C a th e rin e  B a rk le y , soon r e v e a ls  th a t ro m an tic lo v e , l i k e  

"ro m a n tic "  w ar, i s  i l l u s o r y .  That lo v e 's  charms q u ic k ly  fade in to  

e n n u i, and i t  i s  d efea te d  b e fo re  C a t h e r in e 's  death, as i s  re v e a le d  in  

the i n s i p id  c o n v e rs a t io n s  between M iss B a rk le y  and L ie u te n a n t Henry:

" I 'm  g la d  you h a v e n 't  [g o t s y p h i l i s ] .  D id you e v e r have 

an yth in g  l ik e  th a t? "  [C a t h e r in e ]

" I  had g o n o rrh e a .”

" I  d o n 't  want to h ear about i t .  Was i t  v e ry  p a in f u l,
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d a r lin g ? "

" V e ry ."

" I  w ish I 'd  had i t . "

"No you d o n 't ."

" I  do. I  w ish I ' d  had i t  to be l ik e  you. I  w ish  I ' d  

stayed  w ith  a l l  your g i r l s  so I  co u ld  make fun o f them to 

y o u ."

" T h a t 's  a p re t t y  p ic t u r e . "

" I t ' s  not a p re tt y  p ic t u r e  you h avin g  g o n o rrh e a ."

" I  know i t .  Look at i t  snow now."

" I ' d  r a t h e r  look at you. D a r lin g ,  why d o n 't  you le t  your 

h a ir  grow?"

"How grow?"

" J u s t  grow i t  a l i t t l e  lo n g e r ."  (2 9 9 )

T h is  i s  no d e s c r ip t io n  o f e r o t ic  p a s s io n , o r o f any o th e r type o f  

lo v e ; i t  i s  in s te a d  a p o r t r a y a l o f dom estic b a n a lit y  combined w ith  

some c h i l l i n g  dom estic in f ig h t in g .  F r e d e r ic  Henry may have f le d  to  

S w itz e rla n d  to save h is  l i f e ,  but what he has saved i t  f o r  seems

e n t i r e ly i n s i g n i f i c a n t . Thus , th ere seems to be more than f r i v o l i t y

in v o lv e d when C a th e rin e in resp o n se to F r e d e r ic 's  q u e stio n  s t a t e s ,

"Y es, I want to r u in you" (3 0 5 ) . She, in  f a c t ,  i s  doing so, and

F r e d e r ic  Henry a c q u ie s c e s : h is  r e p ly  to h e r sta te d  d e s ir e  i s  a f t e r  

a l l ,  " .  . . t h a t 's  what I  want too" ( 3 0 5 ) .  John B e v e r s lu is  n o te s, when 

commenting on C a t h e r in e 's  i n a b i l i t y  to u n d erstan d  F r e d e r ic  H e n ry 's  

r e g r e t  o ver h is  lo s t  war, th at the r e la t io n s h ip  d eg en erates in
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S w itz e rla n d  to a le v e l where i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l l y  m e a n in g le ss:

To C a th e rin e , however, he i s  a " s i l l y  boy" fo r  brooding over 

such t r i v i a l i t i e s .  She i n f a l l i b l y  f a i l s  to comprehend h is  

in n e r tu rm o il,  and he s lo w ly  r e a l iz e s  th at i t  i s  p o in t le s s  

to t a lk  about such th in g s  w it  [ s i c ]  h e r. These are not the 

normal m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f a man at peace w ith  h im s e lf .  . . . 

As the n o vel runs i t s  c o u rs e , one p a lp a b ly  sen ses the 

h o llo w n e ss o f the se p a ra te  peace, the e ro s io n  o f the i d y l l i c  

l i f e .  (2 3 )

Thus, c r i t i c  Edmund W ilso n , who, in  d e s c r ib in g  C a th e rin e  and F r e d e r ic  

speaks o f "an id e a liz e d  r e la t io n s h ip ,  the a b s t r a c t io n s  o f a l y r i c  

e m o tio n ," has c o m p le te ly  m issed the p o in t  ( Wound 1 8 1 ). The em otion  

here i s  not l y r i c ;  i t  i s  m oribund. The ro m an tic lo v e  between C a th e rin e  

and F r e d e r ic  i s  dead b e fo re  she i s .

However, even in  the la s t  sce n e s o f the n o v e l se t in  S w itz e rla n d ,  

Hemingway's re m in is c in g  n a r r a t o r  c r e a t e s  an u n d e rc u rre n t o f a m b ig u ity .  

The q u e stio n  becomes, was the u n d e rly in g  f r i c t i o n  between C a th e rin e  

and F r e d e r ic  alw ays p re s e n t, o r i s  i t  som ething c a r r ie d  in to  the  

n a r r a t iv e  by the t r a g ic  iro n y  in h e re n t  in  the m ature n a r r a t o r  who l ik e  

E l i c t ' s  T i e r s i a s  has " f o r e s u f f e r e d  a l l " ?  C a th e rin e  h e r s e lf  r e f l e c t s  a 

s im il a r  d u a lism . At tim es throughout A F a re w e ll to Arms she r e v e a ls  a 

c e r t a in  hard c o re . For example, when d e s c r ib in g  the death o f her f i r s t  

lo v e r ,  she can do so w ith  u n b lin k in g , a n ti-ro m a n tic, can d o r: "They blew  

him a l l  to b it s "  ( 2 0 ) .  D uring t h e ir  f i r s t  "ro m a n tic "  jo u s t in g ,  i t  i s

C a th e rin e  who re c o g n iz e s  and i d e n t if ie s  the a c t i v i t y : " T h is  i s  a
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ro tte n  game we p la y , i s n ' t  i t ? "  ( 3 1 ) .  And pregnant in  S w itz e rla n d , she 

can d e s c rib e  h e r s e lf  b lu n t ly :  " I 'm  l ik e  a b ig  f l o u r - b a r r e l"  (3 0 9 ).  At 

o th e r tim es, however, t h is  candor and stre n g th  are re p la c e d  by a 

d e s ir e  to com ply, as at S tre sa  when she t e l l s  F r e d e r ic  Henry: " I ' l l  go 

any p la c e  any time you w ish " (2 5 2 ) .  C a th e rin e , l ik e  so much e ls e  in  

the n o v e l, i s  ambiguous, as Robert W. Lew is has noted: "Perhaps the 

o n ly  sa fe  c o n c lu s io n  one may reach  about Hemingway's d e p ic t io n  o f  

women in  g e n e ra l and o f C a th e rin e  B a rk le y  in  p a r t ic u l a r  i s  th at i t  i s  

complex and a m b iv a le n t. . ( " In c e p t io n "  94).

A m bivalence p la y s  a p a rt  in  both the n o ve l and tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  

l i f e ,  and what emerges from A F a re w e ll to Arms in  terms o f i t s  theme 

i s  a sense o f the angst o f the tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry , grow ing out o f the  

f a i l u r e  o f both war and ro m an tic lo v e . F r e d e r ic  Henry has r e t r e a t e d  

tw ic e : w ith  the I t a l i a n  Second Army at C ap o re tto  and w ith  C a th e rin e  

in t o  S w itz e rla n d  in  h is  se p a ra te  p e ace . N e ith e r r e t r e a t  has r e s u lt e d  

in  a n y th in g  sa lv a g e d , and i t  i s  th a t r e a l i z a t io n  which, the matured  

F r e d e r ic  Henry c a r r i e s  wTit h  him when he n a r r a t e s  the n o v e l. Fo r him, 

a b s o lu t e ly  n o th in g  i s  h e r o ic  o r " ro m a n t ic ,"  i n  any se n se .

C o n c lu sio n

From John Dos P a s so s' One Man ’ s I n i t a t i o n — 1917 in  1920 to E rn e st  

Hemingway's A F a re w e ll to Arms in  1929, the A m erican W orld War I  n o ve l 

developed from n a r r a t iv e s  o f w itn e s s  and testim o n y to more p o lis h e d ,  

more c a r e f u l l y  c r a f t e d  form s. In  terms o f s t r u c t u r e  t h is  e v o lu t io n  

in v o lv e d  a s h i f t  from h ig h ly  m im etic " s l i c e  o f l i f e "  p lo t s ,  o r
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" u n p lo t s ,"  such as th at employed by Dos Passos in  One Man' s 

I n i t i a t i o n — 1 9 1 7, and r i g i d  c h r o n o lo g ic a l d e sig n  based on e x p e rie n c e ,  

such as th at used by Thomas Boyd in  Through the Wheat, to more 

i n t r i c a t e ,  complex p lo t - s t r u c t u r e s ,  best e x e m p lif ie d  by W illia m  M a rch 's  

m u lt i- le v e le d  approach in  Company K.

The development o f c h a ra c t e r  m ir r o r s  the e v o lu t io n  o f p lo t  w it h in

the war n o v e l. E a r ly  p ro ta g o n is t s  such as M a rtin  Howe and W illia m

H ic k s  are o fte n  a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l c r e a t io n s  and fr e q u e n t ly  la c k  depth, 

m o tiv a tio n , and tru e  co m p le x ity ; in  s h o rt ,  they e x h ib it  a " f l a t n e s s . "  

W ith f i r s t  Dos P assos in  Three S o ld ie r s  and l a t e r  W illia m  March in  

Company K, t h is  elem ent o f the n o v e ls  b e g in s to change, alth o u g h  much 

o f the co m p le x ity  o f M arch ’ s c h a r a c t e r s  i s  more a r e s u lt  o f h is  

approach to the n a r r a t iv e  than a case  o f c a r e f u l l y  drawn dynamic

p o r t r a i t s  o f p r o t a g o n is t s .  However, E rn e s t  Hemingway's F r e d e r ic  Henry  

r e p re s e n t s  a p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  complex developm ent, ren d ered  doubly so 

by the r e m in is c in g  n a r r a t o r ,  who, o f c o u rs e , le n d s much o f what o c c u rs  

in  A F a re w e ll to Arms i t s  u n d e rly in g  ir o n y .

C lo s e ly  co n n ected  w ith  c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n  i s  the problem  o f p o in t  

o f v ie w . The e a r l i e s t  war n o v e ls  such as One Man' s I n i t i a t i o n — 1917 

and Through the Wheat are  t o ld  from the p e r s p e c t iv e  o f t h e ir  c h ie f  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  and those c h a r a c t e r s  are  based upon the e x p e rie n c e s  o f the 

a u th o rs th e m se lv e s. The " t r u t h "  re v e a le d  from the p e r s p e c t iv e s  o f  

th ese sim p ly  developed c h a r a c t e r s  i s  o fte n  o n e -d im e n sio n a l; the

e x p e rie n c e  conveyed i s  sim p ly th at o f the a u t h o r -w it n e s s . W ith Three

S o ld i e r s , however, Dos P assos expanded the range o f e x p e rie n c e  by
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em ploying th re e  se p a ra te  p o in t s  o f view , and " t r u t h "  began to be 

m l t i - f a c e t e d . W ith W illia m  March and h is  one hundred and t h ir t e e n  

n a r r a t o r -w it n e s s e s ,  m u lt ip le  e x p e rie n c e s , m u lt ip le  " t r u t h s , "  and 

m u lt ip le  a m b ig u it ie s  became p o s s ib le .  M a rch 's  n a r r a t o r s ,  a few o f whom 

are  o n ly  o f p e r ip h e r a l im portance to the n a r r a t iv e ,  sometimes o f f e r  

d if f e r i n g  and at tim es c o n f l ic t in g  a cco u n ts o f events and o th e r  

p e rso n s. Thus, C a p ta in  M atlock i s  u s u a lly  d e s c rib e d  by h is  men as a 

b lu s t e r in g ,  p e tty  t y r a n t ,  but P r iv a t e  B ru c k e r f in d s  him "not a bad 

guy" ( 6 5 ) .  And no am b ig u ity  i s  more profound than the d e s c r ip t io n  o f  

M a t lo c k 's  death s in c e  evid e n ce  in  the t e x t,  found in  P r iv a t e  Yeoman's 

te stim o n y , su g g e sts th at he h a s n 't  d ie d  at a l l .  These in t e n t io n a l ly  

o b scu red  and p a r t i a l l y  re v e a le d  t r u t h s  abound in  Company K and are  

g iv e n  em phasis by the m u lt ip le  s t r u c t u r e  and d elay e d  r e v e la t io n  method 

employed in  the n o v e l. In  the most f i n e l y  c r a f t e d  n a r r a t iv e  v o ic e ,  

th a t o f the mature F r e d e r ic  H enry, p o in t  o f view  h e lp s  to c re a t e  a 

s u s ta in e d  le v e l  o f am b ig u ity  th roughout A F a re w e ll to Arm s: c h a r a c t e r s ,  

e v e n ts, and themes are a l l  f i l t e r e d  through th a t v o ic e ,  c o n s t a n t ly  

r e s t r u c t u r in g  the p a s t.

However, w ith  the movement away from n a r r a t iv e s  o f w itn e s s  and 

te stim o n y , the use o f p h y s ic a l d e s c r ip t io n  o f a c t io n s  and e v e n ts,  

w hich p ro v id e d  a sense o f immediate a u t h e n t ic it y ,  was re d u ced . As 

n o v e lis t s  l i k e  Hemingway and March, and the im proving Dos P a sso s,  

become con cern ed  w ith  the more l i t e r a r y  a sp e c ts  o f the war n o v e l, the 

j o u r n a l i s t i c  q u a lit y  i s  d im in ish e d . T ru th  i s  no lo n g e r, as i t  was w^ith 

H en ri B arb u sse , som ething to be observed and re co rd e d  by an a u th o r-
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w it n e s s ,  a mere m atter o f re p o rt in g  e x t e r n a l,  a t o m is t ic  r e a l i t i e s .  

B e g in n in g  in  the la te  1920s, thanks to the am big u ity c re a te d  by 

m u lt ip le  n a r r a t o r s  and n a r r a t o r s  who are not what they f i r s t  appear to 

be, tru t h  becomes h ig h ly  in d iv id u a liz e d  and i t s e l f  t e r r i b l y  ambiguous. 

S u rfa c e  d e t a i ls ,  the p h y s ic a l d e s c r ip t io n  o f c o n f l i c t  and carn ag e , are  

reduced in  scope and d e t a i l .  The em phasis w it h in  the war n o v e ls  s h i f t s  

from r e p o r t in g  e x t e rn a l p h y s ic a l f a c t s  to r e v e a lin g  the m u lt ip le  

p s y c h o lo g ic a l e f f e c t s  caused by w a rfa re . In  doing so, the id e a  o f  

" t r u t h "  i t s e l f  undergoes a fundam ental change.

Yet themes may and do rem ain the same: war i s  an inhumane 

b u s in e s s ,  and in sa n e  t e c h n o lo g ic a l w a rfa re  i s  more inhumane than o th e r  

fo rm s. M oreover, la t e r  n o v e lis t s  such as Hemingway c o n tin u e  the note  

o f p r o t e s t ,  f i r s t  sounded by w r it e r s  such as La Motte and B arb u sse ,  

w ith  p assag e s such as " .  . . the s a c r i f i c e s  were l ik e  the sto c k y a rd s  

at C hicago i f  n o th in g  was done w ith  the meat e x cep t to bury i t . "  The 

p r o t e s t  i t s e l f  s p r in g s  from an aw areness o f the in h e r e n t ly  i r o n i c  

n a tu re  o f the G re at War.

That iro n y  i s  perhaps the one f a c t o r  th a t rem ains co n sta n t  

th roughout th ese n o v e ls .  F o r, in  a d d it io n  to t h e ir  themes o f war as 

h e l l i s h  e x p e rie n c e , war as in d u s t r i a l  in s a n it y ,  and the p o v e rty  o f the  

m oral codes and b e l i e f s  o f the G e n te e l T r a d it io n ,  each n o vel 

encompasses a t e r r i b l e  iro n y , and th at ir o n y  s p r in g s  from the d is p a r i 

ty  between y o u th fu l id e a lis m  and mature knowledge born out o f war 

e x p e rie n c e — o r in  the case o f F r e d e r ic  Henry, mature knowledge born o f  

war and ro m an tic lo ve  e x p e rie n c e . Each o f the f iv e  n o v e ls  dem onstrates
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what Paul F u s s e ll  found to be the prim e le g a cy  o f the F i r s t  World War: 

. . th e re  seems to be one dom inating form o f modern u n d e rsta n d in g ;  

th at i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l l y  i r o n ic  and th at i t  o r ig in a t e s  la r g e ly  in  the 

a p p lic a t io n  o f mind and memory to the eve n ts o f the G reat War" ( 3 5 ) .

In  r e c r e a t in g  the c o n d it io n s  o f the G reat War, the war n o ve l 

n e c e s s a r i ly  re s ta te d  i t s  e s s e n t ia l  iro n y , but these n o v e ls  a ls o  

p ro v id e d  m im etic r e c r e a t io n s  o f the war as i t  e x is t e d  f o r  those who 

e x p e rie n c e d  i t .  And the problem  o f m im etic a c c u ra c y — the r e la t io n s h ip  

between d e s c r ip t io n  and eve n t— w it h in  th ese n o v e ls  i s  one w hich must 

be exam ined.



NOTES

Joseph H. Wrenn in  h is  John Dos Passos su g g e sts a p o s s ib le  

so u rce  f o r  Tom Randolph and h is  " i n t e l l e c t u a l  hedonism " in  the person  

o f the n o v e l i s t 's  fa t h e r  John Randolph Dos P a sso s, who a p p a re n tly  d id  

e x h ib it  the same type of p e r s o n a lit y  ( 5 1 ) .

2
In  an o th er example o f the m im etic n a tu re  o f One M an's

I n i t i a t i o n — 1 9 1 7 ’ s p ro t a g o n is t ,  M a rtin  and h is  c r e a t o r  seem to have 

sh ared  the same view  o f p r o s t it u t io n ,  w ith  Dos P assos then in  I t a l y  

w r it in g  in  h is  d ia r y  on December 7, 1917: "The people I'm  w ith  want to  

go w h o rin g , I  w ish  I  d id . I t  i s  such a s im p le , n a iv e  way o f amusing 

o n e s e lf — -why peo ple th in k  i t  w orth the tro u b le  I  c a n 't  im agine"  

( F o u rte e n th  C h r o n ic le  1 0 3 ).

3
T h is  i s  not to suggest th a t Thomas Boyd was alw ays so in e x p e rt  

in  h is  h a n d lin g  o f c h a ra c t e r  and p lo t .  S e v e ra l o f h is  sh o rt s t o r ie s ,  

p u b lis h e d  in  P o in ts  o f H onor, a re  w e ll  w r it t e n  and dem onstrate a 

m astery o f te c h n iq u e . "The Long S h o t,"  f o r  exam ple, co n ce rn s the 

e x p e rie n c e s  o f one Duncan M iln e r ,  who h e s it a t e s  to shoot a German 

a r t i l l e r y  o b s e rv e r. Moments la t e r  M iln e r  i s  g assed  and as a r e s u lt  

b e g in s a p h y s ic a l  d e c lin e  th a t, at home in  the U n ited  S ta te s , d e stro y s  

h is  m a rriag e  and ends w ith  him sh o o tin g  and k i l l i n g  h is  w if e 's  lo v e r ;  

th u s, the d elayed  shot becomes a v e ry  long shot in d eed . Boyd h an d les  

the iro n y  in  the s t o ry  w e ll,  and M iln e r 's  c h a r a c t e r  as w e ll  as the

143
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s t r u c t u r e  o f the s t o ry  are c a r e f u l ly  drawn ( P o in ts  o f Honor 2 5 0 ).

John Dos Passos in  a l e t t e r  w r it t e n  in  A p r i l  1922 to Theodore  

Stanton p ro te ste d  . . Three S o ld ie r s  i s  n o t , as people have t r ie d

to make out, a u to b io g ra p h y " ( F o u rtee n th  C h r o n ic le  3 5 0 ).  W hile p r im a r ily  

a c r e a t iv e  work, the n o vel does have some a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l e lem en ts.

 ̂ There were s e v e ra l such Hollywood p a t r i o t i c  p ro d u c tio n s  in  

19 17-19 18 , and a f t e r .  Four p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  the f i lm  watched by Dos 

P asso s, a l l  o f them 1918 p ro d u c t io n s , are  The Claws o f the Hun; To 

H e ll  w ith  the K a is e r ; The Ka i s e r , the B east o f B e r l i n ; and My; Four 

Y ears in  Germany. The l a t t e r ,  based on a memoir by James W. G e rard ,  

ap p ears to be e s p e c ia l ly  p ro m isin g :

A ft e r  the b r u t a l conquest o f B elgium , German tro o p s are  

shown s la u g h te rin g  in n o ce n t re fu g e e s  and torm enting  

p r is o n e r s - o f - w a r .  Near the end o f the f i lm ,  one o f the  

German o f f i c i a l s  b o a sts th at "A m erica W on't F ig h t , "  a t i t l e  

w hich d is s o lv e s  in to  n e w sre el fo o tage o f P re s id e n t W ilso n  

and m arching Am erican s o l d i e r s .  Soon Am erican tro o p s are  

seen f ig h t in g  t h e ir  way a c ro s s  the European b a t t l e f i e l d s .  As 

he bayonets another German s o ld ie r ,  a young Am erican doughboy 

tu rn s  to h is  companions and sa y s , " I  prom ised Dad I ' d  get  

s i x . "  (Ward 5 5 -5 6 )

L in d a  Wagner f in d s  C h r i s f i e l d ' s  murder o f Anderson w ith o u t  

s u f f i c i e n t  m o tiv a tio n , sa y in g  i f  Dos P assos had p ro v id e d  such a 

d em o n stratio n  o f m o tiv a tio n , . . perhaps C h r i s f i e l d ' s  c h a r a c t e r  as

an in n o cen t gone a s t ra y  or an In d ia n a  Ahab m in d fu l o n ly  o f revenge
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would be in t e r e s t in g "  (2 0 ) .  T h is  seems to m iss the p o in t .  C h r is f ie l d  

i s  n ever an in n o cen t and d o e s n 't  go a s t r a y .  He i s  a psychopath when he 

f i r s t  appears in  the te x t and rem ains one u n t i l  the v e ry  end; he i s  

" a s t r a y "  from the very b eg in n in g .

 ̂ Wayne M i l l e r  in  An Armed A m e rica : I t s  Face in  F ic t io n  argues  

p e r s u a s iv e ly  th at Dos Passos in  h is  two F i r s t  W orld War n o v e ls  

" .  . . e s t a b l i s h e d ]  the form most o f the n o v e ls  o cca sio n e d  by World  

War I I  and the Korean War would t a k e ."  M i l l e r  o b se rv e s th a t Dos 

P a s s o s ' use o f a s in g le  m i l it a r y  u n it  and the in t r o d u c t io n  o f  

in d iv id u a ls  from d if f e r e n t  s o c ia l  and e th n ic  groups se t a stan d ard  f o r  

l a t e r  war n o v e lis t s  (1 0 8 -0 9 ).

g
There i s  a d is t u r b in g  elem ent h e re , and i t  i s  one w hich ru n s  

co u n te r to the concept th at the n o v e ls  o f the F i r s t  W orld War are  

m im etic and thus re p re s e n t a grow th, an a d d it io n a l  developm ent, in  the  

r e a l i s t i c  l i t e r a r y  t r a d it io n .  O b v io u s ly , dead men d o n 't  " t e l l  t a l e s , "  

and M a rc h 's  in s is t e n c e  on h avin g  them do so may be one r e s u lt  o f the  

use o f m u lt ip le  n a r r a t o r s ,  a problem  S ch o le s and K e llo g g  a ls o  n o te :  

"The tendency o f modern w r it e r s  to m u lt ip ly  n a r r a t o r s  o r to circu m v e n t  

the r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f e m p ir ic a l e y e -w itn e s s  n a r r a t o r s  are  s ig n s  o f the  

d e c lin e  o f 'r e a l is m ' as an e s t h e t ic  fo rc e  in  n a r r a t iv e "  (2 6 2 -6 3 ).

9
Hemingway's sh o rt f i c t i o n  w r it t e n  d u rin g  the 1920s, o f c o u rse ,  

at tim es r e la t e s ,  and o fte n  d ir e c t l y ,  to A F a re w e ll to Arms. Thus, "A 

Very S hort S to ry "  's  two c h a r a c t e r s ,  the unnamed "h e" and Luz, are  

re m in is c e n t  of F r e d e r ic  and C a th e rin e  in  terms o f the m il it a r y  h o s p it a l
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s e t t in g  and the c o u p le 's  f e e lin g  "a s though they were m a rrie d ,"  but 

they are a ls o  much more c lo s e ly  r e la t e d  to Hemingway and Agnes von 

Kurowsky, The s t o r y 's  denouement i s  s o l i d l y  a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l,  save f o r  

the g onorrh ea co n ta cte d  in  a ta x ic a b  w hich would seem to owe a debt to  

F la u b e rt  and h is  good Madame. The danger o f ro m an tic love i s  a ls o  

e v id e n t in  " In  Another C ountry" where the m ajor notes th at "a man must 

not m arry" and h is  young w ife  alm ost im m ediately d ie s .  As in  the case  

o f F r e d e r ic  Henry, the lo s s  o f " i t "  in  t h is  sh o rt s t o ry  would seem to 

p o in t  not to a lo s s  o f the lo ved  one, but som ething more fu n d am e n tally  

m a sc u lin e , perhaps m a s c u lin it y  i t s e l f :  a dangerous lo s s  f o r  a h u n tin g  

hawk— and even a n o n -h u n tin g  hawk— on the P ia v e  d u rin g  the G reat War. 

(And a ls o  a v e ry  o ld  them e.)

^  In  " F r e d e r ic k  [ s i c ]  H enry: The Hemingway Hero as S t o r y t e l l e r , "  

F o r r e s t  R obinson makes the same o b s e rv a t io n . In  resp o n se to the 

q u e stio n s  o f who i s  the p ro ta g o n is t  and what i s  the agon, o r s t r u g g le ,  

he f in d s  the p ro ta g o n is t  i s  F r e d e r ic  Henry as n a r r a t o r ,  whose r e 

enactment o f the s t o ry  c o n s t it u t e s  the agon ( 1 3 ) .

^  The u su a l so u rce fo r  the C aesarean s e c t io n  in  A F a re w e ll to  

Arms i s  thought to be P a u lin e  P f e i f f e r ,  Hemingway's second w if e ,  who 

d e liv e r e d  a c h i ld  through C aesarean at the tim e the n o v e l's  c o n c lu s io n  

was b ein g  w r it t e n — and being r e w r it t e n  s e v e r a l tim e s. But R obert  

M c llv a in e  in  a 1971 "N ote" in  A m erican L it e r a t u r e  p o in t s  to another  

p o s s ib le  so u rc e , a rg u in g  th at t h is  e p iso d e  in  Hemingway's n o v e l and 

one in  D r e i s e r 's  The G enius are  v i r t u a l l y  id e n t ic a l,  r ig h t  down to the
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d e s c r ip t io n  o f the baby as a "sk in n e d  r a b b it "  (4 4 6 -4 7 ).  However, James 

B rasch  and Joseph Sigman do not l i s t  The G enius as being among the  

books in  Hemingway's l ib r a r y  in  t h e ir  exam ination o f th at c o l le c t io n .  

In  f a c t ,  Hemingway does not appear to have owned any o f Theodore

D r e i s e r 's  n o v e ls .



CHAPTER IV . MIMETIC FEATURES OF THE WAR NOVELS
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Works such as John Dos P a sso s' One Man1 s I n i t i a t i o n — 1917 and 

Thomas B o yd 's Through the Wheat were o bvio u s attem pts to c re a te  

f i c t i o n a l  works based upon the a u th o rs ' e x p e rie n c e s , and w h ile  Dos 

P assos in  Three S o ld ie r s  and March and Hemingway in  t h e ir  W orld War I  

n o v e ls  n ever co m p le te ly  abandoned the use o f p e rso n a l e x p e rie n c e , they  

d id  become concerned w ith  the l i t e r a r y  c ra ftsm a n sh ip  o f t h e ir  n o v e ls  

and abandoned the s in g le  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f the a u t o b io g ra p h ic a l n a r r a t o r  

e v id e n t in  the e a r l i e s t  war n o v e ls .  However, as a group, the f iv e  war 

n o v e ls  dem onstrate som ething beyond a p a t te rn  o f e v o lu t io n  from n o vel 

as au to b io g ra p h y  to n o vel as l i t e r a r y  a r t .  They a ls o  p ro v id e  a broad  

view  o f the war i t s e l f ,  from i t s  tre n c h  l i f e  and b a t t le s  to i t s  le s s  

v io le n t ,  but no le s s  d is ju n c t iv e ,  e f f e c t s  on the s o ld ie r s  and 

v o lu n t e e r s  who e x p e rie n c e d  i t  away from the f r o n t .

P aul F u s s e l l  has noted the a c t io n s  o f m i l i t a r y  u n it s  d u rin g  W orld  

War I  f r e q u e n t ly  assumed a t r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e ,  w ith  in d iv id u a l  

s o ld ie r s  spending ro u g h ly  eq u al amounts o f tim e at the fr o n t  and in  

su p p o rt and re s e rv e  p o s it io n s  ( 1 2 5 ) .  However, i t  i s  a ls o  p o s s ib le  to 

c o n s id e r  the G reat War in  terms o f a b ro a d e r t r i a d i c  s t r u c t u r e :  

m i l it a r y  e x is t e n c e  in  the tre n c h e s and on the b a t t l e f i e l d ,  the a f t e r 

e f f e c t s  o f b a t t le ,  and m i l it a r y  l i f e  away from the f r o n t .  T h is  

t h r e e - f o ld  p a t te rn , w hich i s  e v id e n t in  h i s t o r i c a l  acco u n ts o f the 

c o n f l i c t  and in  memoirs, i s  o fte n  p a in s t a k in g ly  d u p lic a te d  in  the 

f i c t i o n  o f the G reat War, and c e r t a in  s o c i o - h is t o r i c  elem ents o f each  

o f th ese sta g e s are re c re a te d  as w e ll,  alth o u g h  because o f i t s
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i n t r i n s i c a l l y  d ram atic n a tu re , tre n ch  w a rfa re , not s u r p r is in g ly ,  i s  

the most im m ediately apparent element in  these n o v e ls . Trench w a rfa re  

i t s e l f  was a m u lt ifa c e t e d  e x p e rie n c e , c o n s is t in g  o f a s u r p r is in g ly  

d u ll  d a y -to -d a y  e x is t e n c e ,  the paradox o f no m an's lan d , a r t i l l e r y  

bombardment, p o iso n  gas, and combat. Shared by many s o ld ie r s ,  th ese  

e x p e rie n c e s  were f a c t u a l  elem ents re c re a te d  in  many World War I  

n o v e ls ,  both those of w itn e ss  and testim o n y and those concerned w ith  

f i c t i o n  as c r a f t .

The F ro n t: F ic t io n a l  R e -c r e a t io n s  o f H e ll  

No war s in c e  November 1918 has d u p lic a t e d  the c o n d it io n s  found in

n o rth e rn F ran ce and Belgium d u rin g  much o f the G reat War where

m il l io n s o f F re n ch , B r i t i s h , B e lg ia n , C o lo n ia l,  German, and la t e r

A m erican s o ld ie r s  huddled in  f o u l tre n c h e s b e se t by d is c o m fo rt, c o ld ,  

d is e a s e ,  a p e n e tra t in g  ste n ch , and hordes o f verm in — from c lo u d s  o f  

f l i e s  and p acks o f r a t s ,  w hich fed  on the dead, to l i c e ,  w hich fe a s te d  

on the l i v i n g .  T h is  fe a t u re  o f the war i s  most p re v a le n t  in  the works 

o f European n o v e l i s t - s o ld i e r s  such as B arbusse and Remarque s in c e  

Europeans e x p e rie n c e d  the s t a t i c  tre n c h  w a rfa re  o f la t e  1914 to March 

1918 to a much g re a te r  exten t than d id  A m erican s. Yet t h is  a sp e ct o f  

the G re at War i s  not la c k in g  in  the works o f the Am erican n o v e lis t s ;  

i t  i s ,  however, more e v id e n t in  the n o v e ls  o f f r o n t - l i n e  combatants 

such as March and Boyd than i t  i s  among the works o f ambulance d r iv e r s  

and su p p o rt p e rso n n e l such as Dos P a sso s, who observed the war as 

d is t a n t ,  s t r a n g e ly  detatched s p e c t a t o r s .



One o f the most d is a g re e a b le  a sp e c ts  o f the G reat W ar's tre n ch e s  

undoubtedly was the sm ell a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  them; odors o r ig in a t e d  not 

ju s t  in  the common d a ily  ta sk s o f in fan trym en  in  f r o n t - l i n e  p o s it io n s ,  

but from the r o t t in g  dead as w e ll,  as John E l l i s  has noted in  h is

Eye-deep in  H e l l :

[The ste n c h ] i s  a llu d e d  to in  alm ost e ve ry  contem porary  

a cco u n t, yet i t  i s  alm ost im p o s s ib le  to convey a c c u r a t e ly .  

I t  was compounded o f a sco re  o f t h in g s : the c h lo r id e  o f lim e  

th a t was l i b e r a l l y  s c a t t e re d  to m inim ize the r i s k  o f

in f e c t io n ,  the c r e o s o l th at was sprayed  around to get r i d  o f 

the f l i e s ,  the co n te n ts o f the l a t r i n e s ,  the smoke from the 

b r a z ie r s ,  and the sweat o f the men. . . . But p red o m in a n tly

i t  was a sm e ll o f p u t r e f a c t io n .  One B r i t i s h  p r iv a t e  s a id  

th a t h is  " o v e r r id in g  memory o f a l l  h is  tim e on the W estern  

F ro n t was the s m e ll."  A nother in  h is  d ia r y  spoke o f "a  

p e n e tra t in g  and f i l t h y  ste n ch  . . .  a co m b in atio n  o f m ildew , 

r o t t in g  v e g e ta t io n  and the s t in k  w hich r i s e s  from the  

decomposing b o d ie s o f men and a n im a ls. T h is  sm ell seems a 

permanent fe a t u re  o f the f i r i n g  l i n e . "  The odour was alm ost

u n b e ara b le  in  the g re a t c h a rn e l houses o f the f r o n t ,  Y p res,

the Somme, Verdun. . . .  A Frenchman who fought in  [th e  

Verdun] s e c t o r  w rote, "We a l l  had on us the sten ch  o f dead 

b o d ie s . The bread we a te , the stag n an t w ater we drank, 

e v e ry th in g  we touched had a ro tt e n  s m e ll,  owing to the fa c t  

th a t the e a rth  around us was l i t e r a l l y  s t u f f e d  w ith  c o r p s e s ."
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The most e v id e n t attempt to d e p ic t  t h is  asp e ct o f the World War I  

b a t t l e f i e l d  among the Am erican war n o v e lis t s  may be found in  Thomas 

B o y d 's Through the Wheat. Boyd, a f t e r  a l l ,  e x c e lle d  at d e s c r ip t io n  and 

h is  purpose in  h is  n a r r a t iv e  o f w itn e ss  and testim o n y was to p re se n t  

the war, or at le a s t  i t s  p h y s ic a l r e a l i t i e s ,  w ith  v e r is im i l i t u d e :

As the sun ro se , the heat growing more in te n s e , the

n a u se a tin g sm ell from the c o rp se s in  the f i e l d  seemed to

co at a l l o b je c t s  in o n e' s l in e  o f v i s i o n  w ith  a s t ic k y

g re e n . Even the tops of wheat, sta n d in g  s t i f f l y in  the

f i e l d ,  looked as i f  they were co ve red  w ith  a f e t i d  su b sta n ce .

O c c a s io n a lly ,  as the day advanced, a man would la b o r over  

the opening o f a can o f A rg e n tin a  b ee f w ith  the p o in t o f h is  

bayonet. And then the co n te n ts would be exposed, green and 

s e p u lc h r a lly  w h ite , the odor m in g lin g  and not q u ite  immersed 

in  the odor o f d eca y in g  human f l e s h .  (1 3 3 )

Of c o u rs e , one problem  th a t Boyd had in  t h is  passage i s  the d i f f i c u l t y  

in  d e s c r ib in g  a "n a u se a tin g  s m e ll."  U lt im a t e ly ,  he employs s y n e s th e s ia  

and uses v i s u a l  im agery— " s t ic k y  g re e n ,"  " f e t i d  s u b s ta n c e ,"  and in  a 

ju x t a p o s it io n  in  re fe re n c e  to the A rg e n tin a  b e e f, th at i s ,  an o th er  

dead body, " s e p u lc h r a l ly  w h ite " — to sug g est the sm e ll o f the d ecayin g  

dead. P erh ap s, as E l l i s  o bserved , i t  i s  alm ost im p o ssib le  to convey  

th at sten ch  a c c u r a t e ly ,  and B o yd 's co m b in atio n  o f o lf a c t o r y  and v is u a l  

im agery re p re s e n t s  a l l  th at might be expected o f such an attem pt. 

However, B o y d 's attem pt does manage somehow to convey a sense o f the 

r e v o lt in g  n a tu re  o f the b a t t l e f i e l d ' s  o d o rs. He a ls o  manages to
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suggest an even greater horror when he juxtaposes the smell of the 

rotting dead with the smell of the opened can of beef, that is, the 

suggestion of the eating of human flesh.

Beyond its odors, however, much of trench-life, at least in quiet 

sectors— and there were sectors of the Great War's trench system that 

were inactive from 1914 to November 1918 (Ashworth 21)— frequently 

involved a great deal of boredom and little activity. What danger that 

did exist normally came not from, as might be expected, artillery, 

poison gas, or machine gun bullets, which were to be feared primarily 

at the time of an enemy advance or an Allied offensive, but from 

sniper fire:

Whizz bangs [i.e., artillery] might creep forward to the 

support line, but they did so rarely. . . . Machine guns 

swept the parapet accurately, but the machine gun was basical

ly a defensive weapon reluctant to give away its position 

needlessly. The fixed rifle worked on exposed places . . . , 

but fixed rifles could be easily evaded by alert men. The 

real killer was the sniper.

Snipers worked in nests behind the front line, though a 

few were in camouflaged suits in no-man's-land. The mechanic 

might be of any age. . . . The accuracy that snipers achieved 

was impressive. Jack recalled Lieutenant Fenton of the 

Cameronians looking twice over a parapet at the same spot 

and being hit the second time by two snipers at the same 

time. (Winter 90)
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Such a potent representative of the Great War's trench warfare and its 

senseless slaughter could not be overlooked by the novelists, and 

William March seems to have been particularly impressed with the image 

of the hidden rifleman, methodically mowing down his victims. His 

Company K features two references to snipers: one a portrayal of an 

American "mechanic" and the second an intended victim's response to 

sniper fire. Sergeant Wilbur Tietjen, who emphasizes the need for 

patience as well as accuracy in his rifle-craft, "scores" nine kills 

out of a possible twelve in July and comments on the emotionless 

nature of his task: "You see, the men were so far away, it didn't seem 

like killing anybody, really. In fact, I never thought of them as men, 

but as dolls, and it was hard to believe anything as small as that 

could feel pain or sorrow" (24-25). Private Leo Hastings, on the other 

hand, adds a bit of macabre humor when he tantalizes a German sniper 

by repeatedly offering himself as a target and forcing the rifleman to 

miss: "I'd shot with telescopic sights myself and I knew no sniper in 

the world could hit a man who varied his stride. . ." (99).

Part of the reason for the sniper's effectiveness, of course, was 

that he was unseen, and one common observation about the Great War's 

battlefields, in fictional and non-fictional accounts, is precisely 

that; the xv7ar' s inherent, impersonal mayhem was underscored by the 

invisibility of the enemy:
Day or night the enemy was hardly ever seen. Greenwell 

was in the front line for seventy-one days before he fleeting- 
ly saw a German. Each side therefore built up a picture of
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the er< iy just like blinded men. Patrol habits, working-party 

routes, machine-gun positions were all known. Sometimes men 

heard sneezes or a sergeant-major bawling out a man. Each 

morning they saw the blue smoke of breakfast fires. Shells 

would come over for ten minutes every three hours or a dozen 

at midday as much as to say "we've got your range, so no 

monkey business." All these pieces of the jigsaw would be 

assembled until a reasonably complete mental map had been 

built up from the sounds of physical movement. (Winter 88-89) 

The invisible quality of the enemy in the opposing trenches and the 

general inactivity this mode of warfare produced are also recorded by 

Thomas Boyd and William March. For Boyd's protagonist Hicks, "After 

the first few days, life in the trenches became inordinately dull, so 

dull that an occasional shell fired from the artillery of either side 

was a signal for the members of the platoon to step into the trench 

and speculate where it struck" (Through the Wheat 23). March's Private 

Roger Jones says of the trenches near Verdun, "There wasn't a square- 

head in sight, and except for the fact that they fired a machine gun 

every once in a while, and sent up a rocket, you wouldn't have known 

there was anybody ahead of us at all" (Company K 17). Hemingway's 

Frederic Henry, for that matter, catches only fleeting glimpses of 

enemy bicycle tiiops and a staff officer's car as he retreats toward 

the Tagliamento, and the true danger arises not from Germans or 

Austrians but from panicked Italians, who fittingly enough also often

remain unseen. The deceptive inactivity of trench life with only its
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occasional artillery shell or sniper's bullet to shatter the calm 

constitutes the paradox of no man's land. What Isaac Rosenberg referred 

to as "the sleeping green between" might appear peaceful, vacant, and 

unthreatening, but at any moment an artillery or gas bombardment, an

enemy advance, or an Allied offensive could turn the deceptive calm

into something quite different.

Despite the fact that dull, daily trench life no doubt made up 

the majority of the front-line experience of the World War I soldier—  

and even then among the British produced some seven thousand casualties 

daily (Fussell 41)— it was active warfare with its bombardments,

advances, gas, grenades, and machine guns which attracted the attention 

of commentators on the Great War, historians and novelists alike. The 

most distinctive feature of the First World War was its extensive use 

of artillery, and after April 22, 1915, artillery with poison gas, 

which reached a level unparalleled anytime since in the twentieth

century, save perhaps by the Russians during the Battle of Berlin in 

1945. Henry Ellis comments on this aspect of the Great War's battle 

fields:

In quantitative terms alone the artillery war staggers 

the imagination. During the war the British fired off over 

170 million rounds of all types— more than five million 

tons. The expenditure on ammunition was particularly awesome. 
In one day in September 1917 almost a million rounds were 

fired. During the first two weeks of the Third Battle of 

Y p re s, 4,283,500 rounds were fired at a cost of £22,211,398
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Barrages were not always so intensive. In a light barrage, 

usually in the afternoon, one could expect about a half a 

dozen shells to land in the immediate vicinity every ten 

minutes. In a big bombardment, often the prelude to an enemy 

assault, howitzers supplemented the ordinary field guns, and 

twenty to thirty shells would be landing in a company sector 

every minute. For every three to four heavy explosive 

howitzer shells there would be one shrapnel to make sure the 

troops kept their heads down. . . .

To experience this type of bombardment was a physical and 

mental torture. (62)

Since exposure to the effects of artillery was both so far outside the 

normal range of human experience and such a "physical and mental 

torture," it is little wonder that descriptions of the barrage play an 

extensive role in virtually all accounts of the Great War, from 

fictional to non-fictional and from poetry to prose.

The four American war novelists all at least touch upon artillery 

bombardment, and March and Boyd provide elaborate, detailed 

descriptions of its effects. In Company K, Private Jeremiah Easton 

describes a barrage in terms of its effects from the offensive 

viewpoint:

Instantly a thousand guns were firing in a roaring, flashing 

semi-circle, and a thousand shells were flying through the

air and exploding in the German lines. The barrage lasted
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for three hours and then, just at daybreak, it lifted. From 

where I was, I could see our men going over, the early light 

gleaming against fixed bayonets. But there was little for 

them to do, for there was nothing left of the German 

trenches or the surrounding terrain: Not a tree, not a blade 

of grass. Nothing living. Nothing at all. The dead lay thick 

in the trenches, in strange and twisted groups. . . . f 77—78) 

the more common version of artillery bombardment isn't related 

offensive viewpoint, as in March's case, but rather from that 

defense, from the vantage point of helpless and hapless 

exposed to tons of exploding shells, as with Thomas Boyd:

The p la to o n  had been s u b je c te d  to heavy bombardment s in c e ,  

two weeks e a r l i e r ,  they had o ccu p ie d  the r a v in e ,  but upon 

t h is  p a r t ic u l a r  a fte rn o o n  th e re  was a f o r c e ,  a s p it e f u ln e s s ,  

an overw helm ing, d u l l ,  s ic k e n in g  in s is t e n c e  to the d ro p p in g ,  

e x p lo d in g  s h e l ls  th at made each one o f the men f e e l  th a t,  as 

any o f them would have e x p re sse d  i t ,  "one o f them seabags

has got my name marked on i t  in  b ig  l e t t e r s . "  The s h e l ls  

hammered o v e r, sh akin g the s id e s  o f the ra v in e  as they broke

and sending p a r t ic l e s  o f f l y in g  s t e e l  through the a i r ,  to

lan d  w ith  a " z ip "  on the ground. Men c a l le d  f o r  s t r e t c h e r

b e a re rs  u n t i l  th ere  were no more s t r e t c h e r  b e a re rs ,  and as 

i t  seemed, as i f  th ere  were no more men to c a l l .  And
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meanwhile the thick, pungent smoke from the exploding shells 

was filling up the ravine and seeking out the throats and
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eyes of the men, to blind and choke them. Before it was over 

there were men, ostrich-like, with their heads in their 

burrows as far as they could get them. Many of them were 

blubbering, not so much from fright as from nerves that had 

broken under the insistent battering of the shells. (Through 

the Wheat 136-37)

Perhaps one of the most surprising facts about the Great War's massive 

artillery bombardments, with their choking fumes and flying shell 

fragments, as Boyd accurately describes, is that men did survive them, 

often in deep, reinforced dug-outs, and emerge to repulse enemy attacks.

The non-combatant, ambulance-driving volunteers Dos Passos and 

Hemingway also touch upon artillery fire and its effects. In Dos 

Passos' case, his Martin Howe exhibits the same, curiously detached 

observer's stance that typifies his every response:

Now and then, like some ungainly bird, a high calibre shell 

trundled through the air overhead; after its noise had 

completely died away would come the thud of the explosion. 

It was like battledore and shuttlecock, these huge masses 

whirling through the evening far above his head, now from 

one side, now from the other. It gave him somehow a cosy 

feeling of safety, as if he were under some sort of a bridge 

over which freight-cars were shunted madly to and fro. (One 

Man's Initiation— 1917 34-35)
Martin's ability to experience "a cosy feeling of safety" as tons of 

high explosive thunder overhead is directly opposed to the response of
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almost every other commentator on the Great War's artillery bombard

ments. Only someone far removed, safely out of harm's way, and

uninvolved with military action could display such an attitude. Ernest 

Hemingway's use of this war motif is more typical, but as with other 

potentially graphic elements of the Great War, the author of A 

Farewell to Arms carefully avoids repeating descriptions which by 1929 

had become commonplace. Instead the final result of artillery warfare 

is rendered concisely and chillingly in the description of the death

of Catherine Barkley's first lover. Its purpose is to deflate the 

heroic and "romantic" view of warfare:

"... I started when he did. I remember having a silly idea

he might come to the hospital where I was. With a sabre cut,

I suppose, and a bandage around his head. Or shot through 

the shoulder. Something picturesque."

"This is the picturesque front," I said.

"Yes," she said. "People can't realize what France is

like. If they did, it couldn't all go on. He didn't have a

sabre cut. They blew him all to bits." (20)

Understated and anti-heroic, Hemingway's six words-— "They blew him all

to bits"— summarize the end of many of the Great War's artillery
1victims, and they do so without fanfare.

Closely connected with artillery bombardment was the use of 

poison gas, at least after the warring nations had developed shells 

which would release the gas on impact. Originally designed as a 

"humane" weapon which would incapacitate rather than kill, poison gas
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technology soon advanced from chlorine to other types: the extremely 

lethal phosgene and extremely painful mustard (Ellis 65-67). No 

effective antidote was ever found tor mustard gas, which, although not 

particularly deadly since only two percent of its victims actually 

died (Winter 123), was intensely effective as an incapacitating agent:

The effects of the gas would be felt only two or three 

hours after exposure. Sneezing and copious mucus would 

develop as if a dose of flu were on the way. Then the 

eyelids would swell and close, with an accompanying sensation 

of burning in the throat. Where bare skin had been exposed, 

moist red patches just as in scarlet fever grew, the patches 

becoming massive blisters within twenty-four hours. There

after there would arrive severe headaches, rise in pulse 

rate and temperature, pneumonia. All this would follow from 

exposure to just one part of the gas in ten million parts of 

air. In more severe exposures men might cough up a cast of 

their mucous membranes, lose their genitals or be burnt 

right through to the bone. (Winter 122)

Dos Passos, in One Man's Initiation— 1917, mentions the "new" gas that 

"corrodes the lungs as if they were rotten in a dead body" (13), and 

Corporal Loyd Somerville in March's Company K is a patient in a ward 

where all the patients are gas victims waiting to die (41). But it is 

Thomas Boyd in Through the Wheat who provides the most detailed 

description of the effects of a gas attack, no doubt because he had 

personally experienced one, and his autobiographical protagonist
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William Hicks shares his misfortune:

Until he was hoarse and the gas had burned his eyes so that 

they were coals of fire, Hicks called for help. But none 

came. His eyes smarting dreadfully, Hicks wrapped his coat 

around his head and took up his night's vigil beside the 

wounded man, The bombardment continued most of the 

night. . . .

In the gray light of early morning Hicks felt the fury of 

impotence as he tried to rise. He unwound the coat that 

covered his head, forgetful, unmindful for the moment of the 

man whom he had guarded during the night. He seemed fastened 

to the surface of the stone. Dimly he knew that his legs 

burned with an awful pain. (158-59)

Boyd, as is usually the case in his war descriptions, sketches the 

gas's effects accurately— the damaged eyes, the burns on exposed skin, 

and the general incapacity. Later, his protagonist Hicks returns to 

his company, the sores on his legs not completely healed.

However, in most war accounts, fictional and non-fictional, the 

climactic moment wasn't experienced by soldiers suffering through gas 

or artillery attacks, but rather occurred during the advance: the 

charge toward an entrenched enemy, who had usually been exposed to an 

artillery barrage, by troops going "over the top" and across no man's 

land. One of the most frequently reported phenomena associated with 

the attack was its unreal, dream-like quality; men moved forward 

mechanically, responded automatically, and after a battle could rarely
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describe the actions they had undertaken with any continuity or detail: 

To those going forward everything around them seemed strange

ly unreal, and they saw it, if at all, only as indifferent 

observers. Having come to terms with their fears and forced 

themselves over the top, the men gladly immersed themselves 

in the collective activity of their unit, and completely 

abandoned their powers of independent observation and assess

ment. Once the dread of the future became an ongoing reality 

the soldiers felt as though what they did was done 

independently of their own volition. (Ellis 101)

Of the four war novelists, it is Thomas Boyd who manages best to
2recreate this aspect of the Great War's battlefield. His protagonist

William Hicks moves through battle in a dream-like state:

Whizzing past, the machine-gun bullets were annoying 

little insects. Hicks struck at his face, trying to shoo the 

bothering little creatures away. How damned persistent they 

were! He reached the strands of barbed wire which lay 

between him and the enemy and calmly picked out a place 

where the wire had been broken, and walked through. Now he 

had entered the fringe of the forest. Dimly he recognized a 

face before him to be that of a German. There was the oddly 

shaped helmet covering his head, the utilitarian gray of the 

German uniform. The face did not at all appear barbaric. It 
was quite youthful, the chin covered with a white down. He 

veered the muzzle of his rifle toward the face, and without
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raising his rifle to his shoulder, pulled the trigger. The 

face disappeared.

Gray uniforms, with helmets like distorted flower-pots, 

fled through the woods, in front of the mass of men that now 

surged forward. Hicks followed after them, lot particularly 

desirous of stopping them, but wanting to overtake them 

before they reached the crest of the hill. (Through the 

Wheat 246-47)

Hicks, in short, walks through battle like an automaton, reacting

"calmly," functioning mechanically, unthinkingly, and yet effectively.

The description of his actions, which might at first appear fantastic,

is nevertheless psychologically valid, historically accurate, and in
3keeping with the normal "unreal" actions of soldiers in combat.

The war novels of Hemingway, Boyd, Dos Passos, and March, there-

fore, demonstrate a mimetic re-creation of the Great War's battle-

f ields, from their oppressive ennui, to their artillery horrors, to

their nightmarish attacks. But these novels, too, provide a mimetic

re-creation in their treatment of the aftermath of battle, the residue 

remaining after the artillery, poison gas, and machine gun bullets had 

done their work.

After the Battle: War Dead, War Wounded, and War Psychosis 

Warfare has always left its debris of wounded and dead in its 

wake, but during the Great War with its concentrated battle zones, the 

destruction remaining after an attack or bombardment reached new
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levels of revolting horror, even greater perhaps than World War II 

which usually scattered its dead over a wider geographic area. The 

aftermath of battle with its war dead, wounded, and psychologically 

shattered survivors constituted as large a part of the Great War 

experience as actual combat itself, and as such it is portrayed with 

mimetic fidelity to fact in World War I's "realistic" literature.

The most obvious result of the First World War's battles was the 

dead, and the sight of a corpse, a reminder to those who saw it of 

their own mortality, had a deep and lasting effect on many of World 

War I's participants. In his socio-historic study of the Great War, 

Death's Men, Denis Winter notes N. Gladden's reaction to the sight of 

a newly dead soldier:

The dead man lay amidst earth and broken timber. It seemed 

like a sacrilege to step over him but there was no evading 

the issue. Never before had I seen a man who had just been 

killed. A glance was enough. His face and body were terribly 

gashed as though some terrific force had pressed him down, 

and blood flowed from a dozen fearful wounds. The smell of 

blood mixed with the fumes of the shell filled me with 

nausea. Only a great effort saved my limbs from giving way 

beneath me. I could see from the sick grey faces of the file 

that these feelings were generally shared. A voice seemed to 
whisper with unchallengeable logic, "WThy shouldn't you be 

the next?" (133)

The dead, and sometimes the reaction of the living to them, play a
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role in most of the war fiction, but it is Thomas Boyd, whose 

near-journalistic narrative recreates front-line experience with minute 

and often graphic detail, who provides the most complete description 

among the American novelists of the First World War:

Bodies were carried to the clearing marked off for the

temporary burial-place, rolled in a blanket, and dropped 

into shallow holes. Before they were dumped into their 

temporary graves, their pockets were searched and the con

tents placed in little piles on the ground. Some of the

bodies were unrecognizable, although the men at work had 

seen them and talked with them the day before. One or two of 

the bodies looked as if life had fled them peacefully. The 

uniforms were unspotted with blood, the faces were calm. But

some of the faces were distorted. The lips rose from the

teeth and made them look like fangs. One body, on which the 

skin looked like liver, had been struck lifeless a few days 

earlier. It stunk terrifically, and when Lepere's hands 

sought out the neck for the identification tag, his fingers 

sank into the flesh. But he went stoidly on about his work. 

Hicks turned his body and engaged in a paroxysm of gagging. 

He turned again, his face the color of a piece of paper. The 

work went on. (Through the Wheat 152-53)

Hicks' physical reaction to this charnel scene is nothing if not

probable, and Boyd's careful and detailed description of the burial

process and the appearance of the dead reflect his concern with



167
offering accurate testimony on the external reality of the war. 

However, after this episode, and other similar events within Through 

the Wheat, Hicks immediately dines and apparently with undiminished 

appetite. This at first appears incongruous, but as Denis Winter 

reveals, it, too, may be a factual representation of the war's 

actuality: "Confronted with so many visible witnesses [of its own 

mortality], the mind tried to defend itself by a steadfast refusal to 

think beyond the concrete and immediate" (132). Better to dwell only 

on immediate needs than to think of Gladden's question, "Why shouldn't 

you be the next?"

Boyd, Dos Passos, and March each provide descriptions of the dead 

and dying, and each manages to at least suggest the macabre grotesque

ness of the newly slain: . . twisted in grotesque knots like 

angleworms in a can" comments Private Richard Mundy in Company K (90). 

But Ernest Hemingway's dead in A Farewell to Arms are described with 

the same understated, intentionally muted tone which is typical of 

most war descriptions in the novel. The body of the sergeant of 

engineers, gunned down by Lieutenant Henry and finished off by Bonello, 

is more noted than described, and that of the dying Aymo merits only a 

brief sketch, given with what is nearly clinical detachment:

We pulled him down on the other side and turned him over. 

"His head ought to be uphill," I said. Piani moved him 

around. He lay in the mud on the side of the embankment, his 

feet pointing downhill, breathing blood irregularly. The 

three of us squatted over him in the rain. He was hit low in
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the back of the neck and the bullet had ranged upward and 

come out under the right eye. He died v:hile I was stopping 

up the two holes. (213)

With Hemingway in A Farewel1 to Arms, there are no distorted faces or 

grotesque positions; the deaths in the novel merit only brief mention 

and produce no concern in Frederic Henry about his own mortality, save 

perhaps for the ironic comment made by the mature narrator that the 

world ". . . kills the very good and the very gentle and the very 

brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will 

kill you too but there will be no special hurry" (249).

Those whom the Great War didn't kill or spare, it wounded. And 

within the American novels of the First World War, wounds and their 

treatment receive a good deal of attention. There were, of course, 

several categories of those injured in battle from the lightly, or 

walking, wounded to men who suffered horrendous wounds that killed 

them slowly. This simple and essential fact was not lost on military 

authorities, and as a result guidelines were established on whom to 

save: "[Stretcher bearers'] orders were to take the less badly wounded. 

In the same spirit, priority of movement in the trenches went first to 

ammunition, second to reinforcements, and third to the wounded" (Winter 

196). Ambulance driver Martin Howe in One Man's Initiation— 1917 

learns this lesson in the Great War's priorities, as well as one in 

futility, when he helps a badly wounded soldier to a military hospital: 

"'Needn't have troubled to have brought him,' said the hospital

orderly, as blood dripped fast from the stretcher, black in the light
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of the lantern. 'He's pretty near dead now. He won't last long'" (91). 

Such a callous response to the suffering of the dying, wasn't the only 

effect of the military's ranking of the wounded according to the 

severity of their injuries. Those whose wounds were such that they 

would recover and return to the front were rescued first; those who 

would recover and be invalided out of the armed services were rescued 

next, if at all.

Perhaps at least in part because of this highly utilitarian 

approach to the practice of medicine, military hospitals, and military 

medical personnel are frequently portrayed in an unfavorable manner in 

many of the war novels. William March, for example, in Company K had 

little good to say about the army's medical establishment. When 

March's Private William Anderson is wounded, he must complain and 

threaten in order to receive morphine from his doctors, who are 

reserving their small supply for officers (37-38). And when Private 

Lucien Janoff develops blisters under the calluses on his heels, he 

has Roy Winters "split" his heels and "get the pus out," responding to 

Winters' first suggestion that he go to a dressing station: "I know 

well enough what those babies will do to me: They'll give me chloro

form, and when I wake up my feet will be cut off at the ankles. . . .

'What the hell you kicking about?' they'll say to me; 'your heels

don't hurt you no more, do they?'" (20). This general view of the

military medical establishment occurs in other war novels as well. In 

Thomas Boyd's Through tne Wheat, after being gassed, Hicks complains 

about the terrible food; lazy, thieving orderlies; and a first aid
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officer whose bed-side manner consists of: "Goddamn it, get up, you 

coward. . . . What the hell do you mean by taking a wounded man's 

place?" (169). And Frederic Henry in A Farewe 11 to Arms must suffer 

under the care of doctors whose treatment for his wounded legs 

consists of a "sun cure” until he is rescued by the competent Doctor 

Valentini (97-99).

Although Boyd, March, and Hemingway negatively portray American 

and Italian medical personnel, a passage by A. West quoted in Denis 

Winter's Death1s Men on the British military hospitals suggests the 

novelists' complaints may have been based on fact, applicable to the 

medical establishments of all the Great War's armies:

Brutal injections. Regulation quantity given to every man 

regardless of his condition. Eye wash for inspections. Dying 

men made to sit up and smile. Doctors looked on every man as 

a skrimshanker. Brutality in treatment of patients when they 

were unwilling to undergo a particular cure. . . . Lack of 

men entailed suffering to those confined in bed. Couldn't 

relieve themselves without bed pans but no one to bring 

them. People nearly crying with pain. Gloomy buildings with 

bathroom taps all loose and tied to the wall with 

string. . . . Meals never hot, worse than ordinary camp food 

and only served at strictly regulated times. If men arrived 

at night, no meal until brekker at eight next morning. (202)

The treatment, in short, in many military medical facilities appears 

to have been terrible, and March's Private Janoff's reluctance to



171

subject himself to it is completely understandable.

Yet, not all wounds suffered during the Great War were physical;

the psychologically wounded, the "shell shocked," also figured among
4those incapacitated by battle. Although it can safely be assumed that 

there were cases of men psychologically damaged by battle in earlier 

wars, the First World War with its intense artillery bombardments, 

static trench warfare, and unnerving dashes across no man's land seems 

to have brought the phenomenon into public, and literary, view for the 

first time, although the initial response to cases of psychological 

collapse among their soldiers by some military authorities consisted 

of treating them as instances of cowardice and ordering such corrective 

measures as tying those exhibiting symptoms to barbed wire in front of 

the trenches (Spiller 83-85).”* John Ellis in Eye-Deep in Hell comments 

on the condition of the worst shell-shock victims:

The ordinary soldier usually had to endure until his break

down actually occurred, and even then he might be merely 

shunted off into some carefully partitioned Bedlam. Jeffrey 

Farnol was once being shown around a Base Hospital when they 

came across what the doctor blithely referred to as the "mad 

ward." Farnol described a room full of men with a "vagueness 

of gaze, a loose-lipped, too-ready smile, a vacancy of 

expression. Some were there who scowled sullenly enough, 

others who crouched apart, solitary souls, who, I learned, 

felt themselves outcast: others who crouched in corners

haunted by the dread of the pursuing vengeance always at
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hand." (?18)

And Fllis also notes that shell shock was not an easily defined state, 

"• • -an extreme point along a steady progression of emotional 

torment" (119). In other words, it could be found among the Great 

War's combatants in various degrees, and this aspect of it is evident 

in American First World War fiction.

Thomas Soya's protagonist William Hicks may, for example, be seen 

as a victim of shell shock, at least of a milder form of it, at the 

end of Through the Wieat: "No longer did anything matter— neither the 

bayonets, the bullets, the barbed wire, the dead, nor the living. The

soul of Hicks was numb" (266). But William March describes a worse

case in Private Leslie Westmore, who, to escape the war and its

possibility of death, is stricken with psychosomatic blindness (60-62). 

The best description of shell shock, however, is that by Ernest 

Hemingway, not in A Farewell to Arms, where the condition does not 

occur, but in the short story, "A Way You'll Never Be," where a 

once-wounded Nick Adams has returned to light duty as an American 

morale booster for Italian troops. In response to a question on his 

health by Paravicini, Nick replies:

"I'm fine. I'm perfectly all right."

"No. I mean really."

"I'm all right. I can't sleep without a light of some 

sort. That's all I have now."

"I said it should have been trepanned. I'm no doctor but

I know that."
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"Well, they thought it was better to have it absorb, and 

that's what I got. What's the matter? I don’t seem crazy to 

you, do I?"

"You seem in top-hole shape."

"It’s a hell of a nuisance once they've had you certified

as nutty," Nick said. "No one ever has any confidence in you

again." (Short Stories 407)

Later in the story Nick's mental state deteriorates, and it is obvious 

that he is not "all right." His psychological health has been affected

both by a wound— ", . . the man with the beard who looked at him over

the sights of the rifle, quite calmly before squeezing off, the white 

flash and clublike impact. . ." (Short Stories 414)— and by what he's 

witnessed— ". . . I've seen [helmets] full of brains too many times" 

(Short Stories 413). "Big Two-Hearted River" also takes up this same 

theme with a somewhat improved Nick.

The aftermath of battle in American war fiction, however, did not 

deal exclusively with the dead and the psychologically and physically 

wounded. One other event, which occurs frequently in the First World 

War novels of Dos Passos, Boyd, and March, was the treatment of 

prisoners-of-war, a treatment which these novelists suggest was neither 

particularly pleasant nor particularly moral. Robert Graves in Good-bye 

to All That provides some non-fictional insight into what was occasion

ally a prisoner's lot:

For true atrocities, meaning personal rather than military 

violations of the code of war, few opportunities occurred—
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and their arrival (or non-arrival) at Headquarters. Advantage 

was only too often taken of this opportunity. Nearly e/ery 

instructor in the Mess could quote specific instances of 

prisoners having been murdered on the way back. The commonest 

motives were, it seems, revenge for the death of friends or 

relatives, jealousy of the prisoner's trip to a comfott.^ble 

prison camp in England, military enthusiasm, fear of being 

suddenly overpowered by the prisoners, or, more simply, 

impatience with the escorting job. In any of these cases the 

conductors would report on arrival at Headquarters that a
German shell had killed the prisoners; and no questions 

would be asked. We had every reason to believe that the same 

thing happened on the German side, where prisoners, as 

useless mouths to feed in a country already short of rations, 

would be even less welcome. (183-84)

Whether or not such incidents were common on both sides during the 

heat War, the inescapable fact is that they are frequently depicted

n American war literature. Even John Dos Passos in his first,

;enerally subdued novel, One Man1s Initiation— 1917, reports, through 

he muddl' conversation of a drunken British officer, the murder of a 

e rman prisoner: "Before I left the front I saw a man tuck a

and-grenade under the pillow of a poor devil of a German prisoner, 

he prisoner said, 'Thank you.' The grenade blew him to hell!" (58). A 

imilar incident occurs in Thomas Boyd's Through the Wheat:

174
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They were nearing a clump of bushes when a young German 

stepped out. His face was the color of putty and his eyes 

brought to Hicks the picture of an escaped convict hunted by 

bloodhounds in a Southern swamp. His hands were high above 

his head, as high as their frightened nerves would permit 

them to be. At the sight of him an uncouth, illiterate

tatterdemalion from the south of Illinois snarled half-animal 

like, raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired directly at 

the prisoner. A look of surprise, utter disbelief, came over 

the man's face as he dropped heavily to the ground. "Damn 

ye, that'll larn ye ta stay hum." The fellow, his thin evil 

face grimaced with hatred, walked over and spat expertly a 

stream of tobacco juice at the already dead body. The rest: 

of the platoon looked on nonplussed, not knowing whether 

their comrade had done the ethical thing or not. (179-80)

Boyd, of course, is not above inserting a bid of editorial commentary 

in his narrative: the illiterate "tatterdemalion"— itself a suggestive 

term— has an "evil face," and his "Damn ye, that'll larn ye to stay

hum" is more than a little ironic, coming as it does fro..! someone 

several thousand miles from his own home. For that matter, the fact 

that the rest of the platoon is uncertain whether the "tatterdemalion" 

has committed an unethical act is disturbing in what it suggests about 

their lack of clear ethical standards as well.

However, the war novelist who treats the murder of unarmed

prisoners most thoroughly is William March. His description of the
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integral structural elements in Company K, serving as the climactic 

episode of the novel and one of its central narrative story lines. But 

March includes other similar incidents as well. One of these, the 

murder of a wounded German soldier by Sergeant Marvin Mooney, is 

especially important because of what it reveals about Mooney's 

motivation:

"When he saw me, he begged for a drink of water. I said: 

'It was different when you were raping Red Cross Nurses and 

cutting off the legs of children in Belgium, wasn't it? The 

shoe's on the other foot, now. Here's some of your own

medicine!' Then I straightened out his head with my foot and 

pounded his face with the butt of my rifle until it was like 

jelly." (116)

Mooney kills in cold blood because his attitudes have been formed by 

the atrocity tales spun first by Northcliffe's British propaganda

machine and circulated throughout the United States by the Creel 

Commission. Some soldiers may have been astute enough to recognize the 

inherent falsity of the atrocity stories, as Graves claims (183), but 

others obviously were influenced by the fabrications, as Denis Winter 

makes clear in quoting an unnamed British soldier: "We killed in cold 

blood because it was our duty to kill as much as we could. I thought 

many a time of the Lusitania. I had actually prayed for that day, and

when I got it., I killed as much as I had hoped fate would allow me to

kill" (210). And Winter adds that the army would have taken pleasure
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n finding "that their propaganda had sustained the killing wish even 

fter the physical justification had gone" (210).

Exposure to the boredom of the front; the dangers of trench 

warfare, as well as those of the military hospitals; and government 

>ropaganda obviously created intense personality changes in the 

soldiers who endured them, and one of the most striking elements of 

/erisimilitude in the war novels of Thomas Boyd, John Dos Passos, 

irnest Hemingway, and William March is how accurately their characters 

reflect the changes that the Great War's murderous technological 

warfare produced in its participants. Eric Leed in his No Man' s Land; 

Combat and Identity in World War 1 comments that there were three 

possible types found among the men exposed to the hellish experiences 

of the Great War:

. . . one finds . . .  a sequence of types that fix the 

realities of war throughout its various phases: the volunteer 

of 1914, the essence of idealistic expectations; the closed, 

unapproachable, "defensive" soldier, passively shaped by the 

tyranny of material; the stormtrooper (in Italy, the a rciiti), 

the master of the technological offensive. Each of these 

types embodies a different set, a different imprint of the 

events of war. The volunteer is the embodiment of war as a 

national and communal project. The exhausted, wsiting, 

forever-enduring survivor of Materialkrieg is immeciacely 

recognizable as the product of industrialized warfare in its 

enormous scale and power. The stormtrooper is both a reality
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and a fantasy of aggression rooted in the massive frustration 

cf aggressive impulses by the actualities of trench warfare. 

(87)

It would appear that most volunteers became enduring survivors, but 

the stormtrooper does not represent a change so much as a re-direction 

of hostility. Frustrated by the war's circumstances, he either

channeled his aggressions in different directions or bid his time

until circumstances were more favorable to exercise them. In Three 

Soldiers, Through the Wheat, Company K, and A Farewell to Arms,

several characters are recognizable as volunteers, enduring survivors, 

and stormtroopers. For example, John Dos Passos' two supporting 

characters in Three Soldiers, Fuselli and Chrisfield, may easily be

identified.

When first introduced, Fuselli, with his dreams of appeasing the 

military machine, dreams of advancing in rank, and dreams of warfare 

based on Hollywood's cinematic propaganda of 1917-18----"Men in spiked 

helmets who looked like firemen kept charging through, like the Ku 

Klux Klan in the movies, jumping from their horses and setting fire to 

buildings with strange outlandish gestures, spitting babies on their 

long swords" (34)--is very much a volunteer in the spirit of 1914, or 

in the American case— the spirit of 1917. Less from exposure to brutal 

technological, warfare than dehumanizing military machine, Fuselli ends 

up a "closed, unapproachable, 'defensive' soldier," when he last 

appears with the labor battalion. The psychopath Chrisfield, on the 

other hand, who is consistently aggressive, approximates a type much
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more rare in American war fiction, the stormtrooper. Frustrated on the 

battlefield, his aggressions are directed not only at the unfortunate 

Lieutenant Anderson whom he murders with a grenade, but both women and 

the enemy, particularly the helpless enemy. For example, capturing a

prisoner immediately after the death of Anderson, Chrisfield reacts 

with barbaric cruelty: "[He] kicked him again, feeling the point of 

the man's spine and the soft flesh of his rump against his toes with 

each kick, laughing so hard all the while that he could hardly see

where he was going" (200). Chrisfield's relationships with women are 

carried out with the same direct, sadistic method:

He stood in front of the woman, staring in her face. She 

looked at him in a stupid, frightened way. He felt in his 

pockets for some money. As he had just been paid, he had a

fifty-franc note. He spread it out carefully before her. Her

eyes glistened. The pupils seemed to grow smaller as they 

fastened on the bit of daintily colored paper. He crumpled 

it up suddenly in his fist and shoved it down between her 

breasts. (176-77)

As Eric Leed noted, an aggressive soldier's hostile tendencies were 

frustrated to some extent by the Great War; Chrisfield redirects his 

aggressions toward fellow soldiers, defenseless prisoners, and women. 

A few of William March's slightly drawn characters, such as Corporal 

Clarence Foster who oversees the execution of the twenty-two German 

prisoners— "'Christ Almighty! This is war! . . . What did you think it 

was? A Sunday-school picnic?'" (Company K 82)— share the same
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aggiressive stormtrooper personality, but Chrisfield is the most 

completely developed representative of this type found in these novels.

By far the most common of Eric Leed's types of soldiers in the 

American war narratives is the forever-enduring survivor. Both Thomas 

Boyd's William Hicks and Ernest Hemingway's Frederic Henry belong to 

this group, although there are differences between them. Hicks is 

closer to being a true representative of the type since he is 

"passively shaped by the tyranny of material" and degenerates from 

proud soldier to benumbed survivor. Perhaps in part because of mature 

knowledge inherent in the reminiscing narrator, Frederic Henry

demonstrates a consistent anti-heroic, anti-romantic endurance through

out A Farewell to Arms, as when he tells Catherine Barkley his reasons 

for joining the Italian forces:

"What an odd thing— to be in the Italian army."

"It's not really the army. It’s only the ambulance."

"It's very odd though. Why did you do it?"

"I don't know," I said. "There isn't always an explanation 

for everything." (18)

Thus, Frederic Henry is always a survivor, never deluded by anything 

resembling the spirit of 1914 and aware that in an age of angst there 

isn't necessarily a reason or an explanation for everything.

In the responses of their characters to the carnage of the Great 

War and in their descriptions of battle and its aftermath, the 

American war novelists sought to capture with verisimilitude the 

frequently horrendous details of the conflict. They also attempted to
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depict its other great aspect, the war behind the front lines where 

American soldiers spent their time when out of range of shells, gas, 

bullets, and personal fury.

Out of the Trenches

The l-'fe of the World War I soldier away from the battle zone, on 

rest or on leave, plays a large part in most American First World War 

fiction, larger than it does in that of the European war novelists. No 

doubt at least part of the reason for this concern with the American 

soldier's, and American volunteer's, life away from the front lines 

lies in the fact that for the American writers, as for common 

doughboys, what they experienced in France and Italy was far removed 

from their naive, "genteel" American experience and demanded an 

accounting, especially for writers attempting to depict the experience 

of the Great War with accuracy. What the young American experienced in 

Europe in 1914-18 was also highly instructive— in a worldly sense— and 

it changed them, as Malcolm Cowley has observed of the ambulance 

drivers, permanently:

. . . the ambulance corps and the French military transport 

were college-extension courses for a generation of writers. 

But what did these courses teach?

They carried us to a foreign country, the first that most 

of us had seen; they taught us to make love, stammer love, 

in a foreign language. . . . They made us more irresponsible 

than before: livelihood was not problem; we had a minimum
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of choices to make; we could let the future take care of 

itself, feeling ceri_ain that it would bear us into new 

adventures. They taught us courage, extravagance, fatalism, 

these being the virtues of men at war; they taught us to 

regard as vices the civilian virtues of thrift, caution, and 

sobriety; they made us fear boredom more than death. (Exile' s 

Return 38)

î hat the young Americans who participated in World War I learned in 

France and Italy was, of course, brought back to the United States and 

served to set the tone of the Jazz Age. And it is, therefore, not 

surprising that the total learning experience, including the non-combat 

portion of that experience, should play a large part in novels written 

to mimetically recreate the Great War.

Certainly, two of the greatest differences between the America of 

the Genteel Tradition and World War I Europe existed in the areas of 

sexual mores and consumption of alcohol. Laurence Stallings in his The 

Doughboys describes the typical experience of World War I’s American 

soldier:

[in Saint-Nazaire] Private John Doe, having been ferried 

three thousand miles across the Atlantic, stepped upon French 

soil and went with his buddies to the nearest bar, where he 

had his first taste of alcohol, other than the bite of 

sherry in a Christmas syllabub, or the port wine his father 

poured down the hole in the center of the holiday fruitcake. 

After four two-ounce shots of Rhum Negrito, topped off with
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two iiizces made with a concoction the French labeled Niger 

Gin, he was drunk, and a steerer took him and his friends to 

one of the six major league brothels on the waterfront, 

where, the girls worked, forty to forty-five tricks each

tx^enty-four hours before they were relegated after four

weeks to the many minor leagues. Even here, they were too

burned out to remain very long, being soon banished to the
£

sand lots of the stre°twalkers. (213) 

t surprisingly such encounters, so different from the staid

perience of Ohio, Alabama, Michigan, Missouri, or Massachusetts, 

ve their place in the fiction of the Great War’s American novelists.

the ease of John Dos Passos, France'̂  prostitutes and sexually 

berated women received a good deal of attention. For example, the

raightlaced Martin Howe, a model of virginal restraint himself, 

tnesses a scene not far-removed from that described by Stallings;

One of the Australians had gone away with a little woman 

in a pink negligee. The other Australian and the Englishman 

were standing unsteadily near the table, each supported by a 

sleepy-looking girl. . . .

The girls had two rooms on the fourth floor. As soon as 

they got there the Englishman tumbled into the bed and went 

to sleep, snoring loudly.

The Australian took off his coat and opened h:.s shirt. 

The girls began getting undressed, tryin^ to turn their 

yawns into little seductive faces.
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"Say, old man, have you g o t a .  . . the A u s t r a l i a n

whispered into Martin's ear.

"No, I haven't. . . . I ' r n  awfully sorry."

"Never mind. . « . Come along, Janey." He picked his girl 

up under the arms and, pressing her to him, carried her into 

the other room. (One Man's Initiation— 1917 64)

)S Passos' description, in keeping with the reticence of book 

iblishers in the 1920s, is, of course, only suggestive, but he has at 

»ast introduced the subject of the war's liberated sexual mores into 

-s text. However, he also avoids having an American as one of his 

rincipals in this scene, and Tom Randolph, Howe's American confidant, 

io does spend the evening with a French woman, apparently not a 

-ostitute, does not have his actions described.

However, William March in Company K does not hesitate to depict 

te activities of his American soldiers with French prostitutes, and 

i the case of Private Philip Wadsworth, March manages to illustrate 

>th American loss of innocence and one of the frequent results of 

.ch encounters:

She asked me to go with her to her room, but I refused as 

politely as I could. I explained about Lucy Walters and how 

we had promised to remain pure, for each other, until we 

were married. The woman sat listening to me sympathetically. 

She said I was right. She said a girl rarely met a man with 

such a fine viewpoint. . . .

As she talked, I kept thinking: 'My morals are absurd. I
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may be killed next week. I may never see Lucy again. ' The 

girl took my hand, and tears came into her eyes. 'Everything 

is sad and a little mixed-up,' I thought. 'What difference 

can it make, one way or the other, if I go with this woman?'

Afterward I was ashamed of myself. I offered her twenty 

francs . . . , but she refused it. . . » And all the time 

she knew that she had diseased me.

Later I became alarmed and went to the dressing station. 

The doctor looked me over, laughed, and beckoned to the 

hospital corpsmen. I was courtmartialed for failing to report 

for a prophylactic and sent to this labor battalion.

. . . . The woman in the cafe got two hundred francs from my 

friends for seducing me. She re-enacted the entire scene for 

them when she returned to the cafe: I was very clumsy and 

funny, I understand. (67-68)

Wadsworth's experience, suggesting both loss of innocence and American 

military displeasure over such activities, no doubt recreates the 

experience of many Americans in Europe during the First World War.

While other armies tolerated, to various degrees, sexual activity 

between their soldiers and French, Belgian, and other women— the 

French in 1915 licensed brothels and inspected men for venereal 

disease twice monthly (Winter 152)— the American Expeditionary Force 

under Black Jack Pershing would have nothing to do with such immorali

ty. When the French offered to provide licensed prostitutes for 

American servicemen, United States military officials responded with
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lorror (Stallings 216). Instead, under the direction of Major Hugh 

Hampton Young, Pershing's genitourinary officer, prostitutes were 

driven from American training areas and, with a fair degree of 

success, declared "off-limits" for American Army personnel: there was 

even a "U.S. Military Society for the Prevention of Fornication" 

(Stallings 213-16). And soldiers, like the fictional Wadsworth and Dan 

Fuseli: in Three Soldiers, who defied military authority and contacted 

venereal disease, were in fact punished for their sins, chief among 

which was having weakened themselves for military action. Such 

disciplinary actions for American troops were, however, comparatively 

rare, for by late 1918, the incidents of venereal infection among 

American troops amounted to eleven cases per thousand; in comparison, 

the Canadians, apparently the Great War's most active and least 

well-protected sexual combatants, registered a rate of 209.4 cases per 

thousand (Ellis 153). Clearly, Major Young's efforts had met with some 

success, despite the cost to real-life Fusellis and Wadsworths.

As a substitute for the illicit pleasures of sex and alcohol, the 

United States Army offered such sanitized amusements as the Y.M.C.A.^ 

That particular substitution, it seems, was not a popular one, for 

among American novelists of the Great War, the "Y" appears to have 

been held in great contempt. Its policies and practices are portrayed 

as amounting to little less than thievery, and its staff as composed 

of dullards, hypocrites, and worse. William March in Company K includes 

a Y.M.C.A. secretary who in protecting American soldiers from the 

temptations of local French women at a "Y" sponsored dance— "I am glad
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:o say that id^ • overruled" (134)— announces that the "women"

present are all, save for two, actually female impersonators. But 

larch saves his most scathing attack for the "Y's" unfair profiteering 

tfhen his Private Albert Hayes, who reports the charitable organization 

sells chocolate and cigarettes for "three times their regular value," 

buys a sweater from a "Y" canteen for ten dollars. Inside the sweater 

is a note from seventy-two year old Mrs. Mary L. Samford who intends 

that it be given to "some soldier who takes cold easily" and who has 

knitted the garment out of love: " . . .  I have put my love in every

stitch and that's something that cannot be bought or sold" (139).

One of the more repulsive characters in the American World War I 

novels is a "Y" man in John Dos Passos' Three Soldiers who spouts 

platitudes and exemplifies the official "slave" mentality which is

attacked throughout the novel:

[Andrews] reached for his shirt and drew it on him.

"God, I can't make up my mind to put the damn thing on

again," said Andrews in a low voice, almost as if he were 

talking to himself; "I feel so clean and free. It's like 

voluntarily taking up filth and slavery again. . . .  I think 

I'll just walk off naked across the fields."

"D'you call serving your country slavery, my friend?" The 

"Y" man, who had been roaming among the bathers, his neat

uniform and well-polished boots and puttees contrasting 

strangely with the mud-clotted, sweat-soaked clothing of the 

men about him, sat down on the grass beside Andrews.



188

"You're goddam right I do."

"You'll get into trouble, my boy, n: you talk that way," 

said the "Y" man in a cautious voice.

"Well, what is your definition of slavery?"

"You must remember that you are a volunteer worker in the 

cause of democracy. . . . You're doing this so that your 

children will be able to live peaceful. . .

"Ever shot a man?"

"No. . . . No, of course not, but I'd have enlisted,

really I would. Only my eyes are weak."

"I guess so," said Andrews under his breath.

"Remember that your women folks, your sisters and sweet

hearts and mothers, are praying for you at this instant."

"I wish somebody'd pray me into a clean shirt," said 

Andrews starting to get into his clothes. "How long have you 

been over here?"

"Just three months." The man's sallow face, with its

pinched nose and chin lit up. "But, boys, those three months 

have been worth all the other years of my min— "he caught 

himself— "life. . . .  I've heard the great heart of America 

beat. 0 boys, never forget that you are in a great Christian 

undertaking." (165-66)

One of what Stanley Cooperman termed the ministers promoting "Jesus in 

Kahki," Dos Passos' "Y" man misses few platitudes and little of the

jingoism of American idealism's drive to make the "world safe for
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democracy" and "the war to end war": "so that your children will be 

able to live peaceful." For him, as for the Creel Commission's "four 

minute speakers," the Great War is a holy war, and with his references 

to "women folks, your sisters, and sweethearts and mothers," obviously 

a believer in the more lurid British propaganda stories of the enemy's 

rapes and mutilations. However, he i>7ith his "weak eyes" is an embus que, 

a slacker, and Andrews' last comment on him is especially fitcing: 

"And that's what'll survive you and me" (166).

Beyond sex, alcohol and the tedious amusements and arguments of 

the Y.M.C.A., each of the World War I novels provides numerous small 

details of life away from the front during the Great War. These 

include descriptions of the estaminets where doughboys and ambulance 

drivers spent francs on omelettes and pinard; descriptions of rest

billets in French barns and homes where soldiers trained and waited to 

be sent back to the front; and descriptions of a thousand small

details on equipment, transportation, the French landscape of 1914-18, 

and more. Separately these elements mean very little, but taken as a 

whole they provide an accurate re-creation, which is broader and more 

detailed than any of the Great War's military histories, of what the 

war was like. And from battle to aftermath to leave in Paris that

depiction is what many of these novels, both those of witness and

testimony and those seeking to achieve more carefully crafted narrative 

form, sought to portray.



Conclusion

One accomplishment of these American World War I novels was to 

:curately depict the physical actualities of the conflict. However, 

i doing so, the authors were limited by both their own experiences 

bring the war and their intentions in writing their novels. Thomas 

byd, in terms of graphic description and a sense of authenticity, 

oes the most thorough job of "reporting" the war, but he obviously 

id not wish to do, or was not capable of doing, any more than that,

et Boyd's superior testimony on the carnage of the Great War is

ornpelling and "life-like" because his own experience made him a 

uperior witness. William March, who at least in a general sense 

hared much of that experience, also provides authentic testimony, but 

is desire to produce a work which was something more than journalistic 

eporting and his multiple points of view result in a work which while 

eemingly authentic lacks the overwhelming descriptive force found in 

ioyd.

John Dos Passes in his two novels obviously tried to accomplish

:wo different things. One Man1s Initiation— 1917 is a narrative of 

fitness and testimony, done very much in the manner of Barbusse. But 

)os Passes1 own experience in the Great War was limited to the

;pectatorial perspective of the ambulance service. Thus, his Martin 

[owe provides frequent descriptions of the wounded and even more 

:requent descriptions of prostitutes and enlisted men in Paris, but 

rery little in the way of re-creation of conditions at the front. When 

te attempts to furnish an account of battle, or proximity to battle,



191

as in Martin Howe's reaction to artillery bombardment, the sense of 

being an onlooker, a spectator, casts the experience into a very 

narrow, an atypical, mode. In Three Soldiers where Dos Passes' intent 

was more inclusive, in effect an examination of and protest against

the United States Army as it existed in 1918-19, the descriptions of

battle and conditions at the front are present, yet lack the sense of 

authenticity found in Boyd and March. But Dos Passos, wisely, reduced

the importance of combat conditions in his novel and concentrated on

life away from the front, on what he through his own experience in 

1918-19 knew best. He did, however, in his psychological examination 

of his two main supporting characters, successfully portray the effects 

of the war, and the American Army, on typical soldiers.

Ernest Hemingway in A Farewell to Arms sought to produce something 

more than another war novel and instead focused his narrative on the 

development of his protagonist, Frederic Henry. He intentionally muted 

what were common descriptions in other war novels and downplayed what 

could have been merely sensational. His perspective during the Great 

War was also severely limited, but Hemingway understood, far better 

than the other war novelists, the significance of research. When it 

was necessary to recreate the war's physical realities, he turned to 

other witnesses for information; yet even the testimony of these 

secondary witnesses is intentionally subdued in terms of potentially 

graphic descriptions. For more detailed, more explicit, accounts of 

World War I combat in Hemingway's work, it is necessary to turn to his 

earlier fiction, the short stories written in the 1920s prior to A
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'arewell to Arms ♦

However, despite the differences caused by the authors' 

experiences during the Great War and by the authors' different 

.ntentions, these novels collectively provide a general mirnetically 

tccurate portrayal of the Great War's physical realities. They 

lemonstrate the frequent ennui and the impersonal violence of the 

irenches and battlefield; they recreate the terrors of artillery and 

;as bombardment and dreamlike attacks across no man's land; and they 

lemonstrate the loss of American innocence in the Great War. They, in 

short., provide a fairly comprehensive view of what the First World War 

ras like for the more than two million Americans who witnessed it.



NOTES

It is nstructive to compare accounts of battle action by 

ters such as Thomas Boyd who frequently provides graphic, detailed 

criptio s, complete with sound effects, and Ernest Hemingway.

lifle bullets fled past the advancing men with an infuriating 

zing. The Maxim machine guns kept up a rolling rat-t-t-tat, 

coldly objective.

The platoon had reached the first machine-gun nest, almost 

without knowing it. There were three Germans, their heavy 

helmets sunk over their heads, each performing a definite 

part in the firing. They, too, were surprised. Pugh, a 

little in the lead, drew a hand-grenade from his pocket, 

pulled out the pin, and threw it in their faces. It burst 

loudly and distinctly. (Through the Wheat 176)

The wind rose in the night and at three o'clock in the 

morning with the rain coming in sheets there was a bombard

ment and the Croatians came over across the mountain meadows 

and through patches of woods and into the front line. They 

fought in the dark in the rain and a counter-attack of 

scared men from the second line drove them back. There was 

much shelling and many rockets in the rain and machine-gun 

and rifle fire all along the line. They did not come again

193
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and it was quieter and between the gusts of wind and rain we 

could hear the sound of a great bombardment far to the 

north. (A Farewell to Arms 186)

Thomas Boyd's journalistic accuracy and powers of observation 

2 sometimes remarkable. Compare, for example, his description of 

ar misses by rifle bullets with that of Denis Winter:

He was near enough to the bullets for them to sound like

breaking violin strings, as they whizzed past. (Through the 

Wheat 261)

From the longest range [bullets] made a buzzing sound as if 

someone had thrown a spinning safety match. In the open a

bullet made a steady phrew-phew-phew sound. If the bullet

flicked foliage, men would gasp at the sensation of speed 

and wonder what it would be like to be in the bullet's path. 

Swishing meant crossfire; whining a spinning rirocfet. Ihe 

most dangerous x-7as the brief roar of a near miss. It was 

just like a violin string breaking, followed by the report

of the rifle firing it, like a popping champagne cork, 

(Death 1s Men 109)

 ̂ J, Glenn Gray comments on this phenomenon in combat as well:

In mortal danger, numerous soldiers enter into a dazed 

condition in which all sharpness of consciousness is lost. 

When in this state, they can be caught up into the fire of 

communal ecstasy and forget about death by losing their 

individuality, or they can function like cells in a military
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organization, doing what is expected of them because it has 

become automatic. It is astonishing how much of the business 

of warfare can still be carried on by men who act as

automatons, behaving almost as mechanically as the machines 

they operate. (102)

4 John Ellis notes that there were two kinds of shell shock. Most 

cases were of men who had simply endured too much in the form of 

fatigue, violence, and exposure to war's horrors. The second type

involved actual physiological brain or nerve damage:

On one hand there were those who were caught in a shell-burst 

and either blown in the air or buried alive. . . .  A bursting 

shell creates a vacuum, and when the air rushes into this 

vacuum it disturbs the cerebo-spinal fluid and this in turn 

can upset the working of the brain. (116)

Denis Winter observes that only three percent of shell shock victims 

fell into this category and speaks of "brain lesions" (130).

Roger Spiller finds evidence for shell shock, or battle fatigue 

(World War II), or Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (Vietnam) among

American Civil War soldiers— the cure was a good dose of combat— and 

notes that "before this century, Russian medical scholars were

discussing 'diseases of the soul' among their soldiery" (76).

6 One curious thing about this passage from Stallings is the 

baseball metaphor that underlies it. The six whorehouses in Saint- 

Nazaire are "major league." Worn-out prostitutes are "relegated . . .

to the many minor leagues." And since they are "burned out" they soon
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are "banished to the sand lots." I wonder what a feminist critic would 

make of this co-mingling of prostitution and sport.

American military authorities displayed the same intolerant 

attitude toward alcohol— Prohibition, after all, loomed in America's 

immediate future— as they did to sex. British troops going "over the 

top" were fortified by a stiff shot of rum; French and Germans 

employed a "kind of rough brandy," known to the French as gnSle. "An 

American Executive Order, on the other hand, forbade the supplying of 

alcohol to the troops" (Ellis 133). There was, it seems, to be nothing 

even remotely suggestive of amusement— or "Dutch courage"— in this army.



CHAPTER V. CONCLUSION
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The Great War has remained a subject for literary and non-1iterary 

examination long alter November 11, 1918. In fiction, it continued to

command attention into the late 1930s when, for example, Dalton Trumbo 

published his powerful and ill-timed anti-war novel, Johnny Got His 

Gun, and even into the 1970s when Alexander Solzhenitsyn re-examined 

the Russian World War I experience with August 1914. It is altogether 

fitting that one of the twentieth century's primary formative events 

should command such on-going attention. Yet in the more than seven 

decades that have elapsed since the guns fell silent on the Western 

Front, debate has intermittently been waged over the Great War and its 

literature.

That debate has often focused upon two basic concerns. The first 

of these involves the accuracy of the events and actions, that is, the 

physical realities, found in World War I literature, and the question 

raised is whether or not the mimetic re-creation in these works is in 

fact truly mimetic, truly a re-creation. Those critics who have argued 

that it is not, however, usually do so because of their own political 

biases; to admit that the depiction of war in these works possesses 

verisimilitude, that the anti-war novels mimetically recreate the 

physical actualities of the Great War, is to accept the validity of 

their protest against war. The second concern probes the relationship 

between fiction and non-fiction; here the question is what 

distinguishes fiction from non-fiction in the earlier war liter 

An examination of many of the early war narratives demonstrates that
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10 definitive classification can be assigned to works such as th o s e  o f  

Jarbusse and La Motte or Dos Passos' One Man' s Initiation— 1917. These 

larratives possess features of both non-fiction, or journalistic 

■eporting, and fiction. Their concern, however, is always with 

lepicting with verisimilitude what their authors believed was the 

ictuality of the Great War. Thus, the two concerns voiced in the last 

seventy years of intermittent debate really center on the overriding 

question of the validity of these texts as accounts of the Great War.

Concerning the accuracy of the mimetic re-creation of the war's 

>hysical realities within war novels such as those of Barbusse, 

lemarque, Dos Passos, Boyd, March, Hemingway, and others, the argument 

las been made that, because of their greater intelligence, greater 

perception, and, for the most part, better education, the writers who 

;ame out of the war presented an atypical response to it. Correlli

iarnett in "A Military Historian's View of the Great War" (1970) 

irgues that, far from being the scene of slaughter, graphic horror, 

md psychological and physical hell-on-earth presented in much of the

Jar fiction, the tranches, at least for the majority of the British

soldiers, provided security and contentment which the average Tommy 

:ould not find elsewhere:

Now whereas the British industrial population had to cope 

with their squalor and hardships on t h e i r  own s c a n t  and 

p r e c a r i o u s  r e s o u r c e s ,  the troops in th e t r e n c h e s  had th e

support— moral and material— of an immense organization, 

comradeship, regular food, medical care, canteens, sport,
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and even entertainment.

Thus, it is hardly surprising that the rank and file did 

not take things so hard as the war writers. Many of them 

were in fact better off in the trenches than at home. (10) 

Considering the widely documented, charnel house horrors of the Somme, 

Ypres, Verdun, and elsewhere, it is difficult to imagine how anyone, 

regardless of social class, could be better off among them, and 

Barnett's contented soldiers bear more than a little semblance to 

sheep. Nowhere does Barnett provide any direct testimony, in the form 

of letters, conversations, or anything else, demonstrating how his 

industrial workers-turned-soldiers preferred the "support" of the 

trenches to squalor and hardships at home. The rank and file are 

curiously mute in his argument, and even the testimony on industrial 

slum conditions detailed by the military historian is provided by 

social workers and other middle-class observers. In fact, Barnett's 

entire argument seems to be politically based and rests on assumptions 

about social class, beginning with the premise that the lower classes 

suffered less than others because they were used to suffering. However, 

the military historian is not the only commentator who has questioned 

the mimetic accuracy of the Great War's fiction.

Jean Norton Cru in an analysis of European, and particularly 

French, World War I novels (1931), attacked both Henri Barbusse and 

Erich Maria Remarque for their portrayal of war events and for being 

writers whose reputations depend on their having been witnesses to the 

war: "All this proves that the sale of best sellers depends on the
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sllowing assurance which it is essential to impress on the public

ind: the author has lived through the war and his novel is inspired 

y his personal experience" (51). Cru found the lack of a clear

istinction between fiction and non-fiction in many of the war novels 

nsettling and did not recognize that there are fundamental differences 

n terms of intent and literary craftsmanship between narratives of 

itness and testimony and more polished literary works, as there are

ifferences between Barbusse and Remarque. He did not consider these

wo novelists "true artists" and found their narratives similar to 

travel books." However, the French critic's quarrel with these war 

ovelists involves a more fundamental concern than arguments over 

rhether their works have literary merit. Cru, himself one of Eric

-eed's "stormtroopers" who had served during World War I, directed his 

criticisms not at all the French war novels, but at those written by 

rriters he considered pacifists, such as Barbusse, attacking what he 

considered distortion and exaggeration. And while attempting to

lisparage descriptions of massed war dead in some of the French war

lovels, Cru furnishes a very odd argument:

Let us suppose that the total number of killed who died on 

the spot, on the front between Switzerland and the sea, 

amounts to two millions and a til; that for fifty-one

months they have accumulated on the ground without being 

buried, without decomposing, without disappearing; that they 

all fell within 2,000 yards of a centerline passing through 

the middle of no man's land. While in reality, they are
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scattered from the frontiers to the Seine, and later over

all the extent of the battlefields of Champagne, of Verdun, 

and of the Somme, we will suppose that all the dead, friends 

and enemies, are concentrated on a strip of land two miles 

wide, for which we shall assume a length of 500 miles 

counting all its bends and curves. The area of the strip is

1,000 square miles. On an average there will be a dead body

for every 1,239 yards, or for each rectangle of 100 by 12.39 

yards, or 35.2 by 35.2 yards. Someone will say that the dead 

were more numerous about Verdun than Reims . . . ; besides, 

Verdun was passive until 1916, then after the summer of 

1917, while Reims became active in 1918. The difference in 

dead between the different sectors is therefore less than is 

supposed. (25)

Cru's logic, of course, mystifies. His figure for the war dead, "two 

millions and a half," is one of the lowest ever provided, even

counting only those who died on the field of batt! \nd his strange

assignment of war dead to the! individual "squares" or "rectangles" 

would make sense only if the entire front from Switzerland to the sea 

had been active. In fact, large segments of the trench system, 

including the segment from Nancy to the Swiss border, saw very little 

activity throughout the war (Ashworth 21), and in sectors where 

massive battles were fought, such as Verdun or the Somme, the dead, or 

parts of them, did indeed lie thick on the ground, a good deal thicker 

than one for every 1,239 square yards. Cru's attitudes toward the
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graphic accounts of witness and testimony by writers such as Barbusse 

reflect a debate over the verisimilitude in these novels that has 

surfaced with frequency since 1918 and that demonstrates the manner in 

which readers have responded to them during different periods, and 

accepted or rejected their descriptions of the war according to the 

needs of their own political agendas.

in the 1920s when many of the war novels reflecting a negative 

attitude toward the Great War and graphically describing its horrors 

were published, Americans and Europeans alike possessed a general 

disenchantment with the < .ire affair. The Europeans, as has been 

noted, had b bled white; the Americans believed they had been 

misled. In 1928 with the Kellogg-Briand Peace Pact, which renounced 

war as a means of resolving international disputes, anti-war sentiment 

was at high tide, and works such as Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms,

Remarque's Al 1 Quiet on the Western Front, and Manning's Her Privates

We received favorable receptions.

In the 1930s, however, militarism again made itself apparent in 

world and American affairs, and as a result the anti-war attitudes 

evident in works such as those of Boyd, Dos Passos, and others were 

re-examined. This re-examination was evident in the United States as 

early as 1933 when Malcolm Cowley and Archibald MacLeish clashed in 

the New Republic over the just published The First Wor Id War by

Laurence Stallings. MacLeish charged that writers such as Stallings, 

and the war novelists, had over-emphasized the horrors of the Great

War and that there had been positive elements in the experience which
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contained "speeches, brass-bands, bistros, boredom, terror, anguish, 

heroism, endurance, humor, death. It matched great cruelty with great 

courage. It had its fine sights and its unspeakable sights. It was a 

human war" (159). Cowley's counter-argument was that, unlike previous 

American conflicts, this war had been especially brutal and essentially 

a mistake. American soldiers, he said, had been used, their lives 

wasted on the false ideals of the Genteel Tradition:

If they fought purely for adventure, they found it and 

found that it wasn't as advertised. If they fought, as 

Americans were urged to for Liberty, Democracy, and the 

Fourteen Points, they fought for abstractions now more deeply 

buried than all the dead of the Argonne. (161)

And Cowley suggested an honest, public recognition of the American 

sacrifice in the Great War: "It is time to inscribe at the entrance to 

every veteran's graveyard and over the tombs of all the unknown 

soldiers, They died bravely, they died in vain" (161).

As the 1930s progressed and militarism increased, the anti-war 

message of the war novels became increasingly unpopular, and when 

Johnny Got His Gun was published on September 3, 1939, just two days 

after Adolph Hitler's armies invaded Poland to start World War II, the 

themes of technological warfare as twentieth-century horror and the 

idea of vain sacrifice in war were decidedly out of fashion. So 

unfashionable, in fact, Dalton Trumbo voluntarily suppressed his novel 

during the Second World War (Trumbo i-iii).

The debate over the mimetic accuracy of the war novels and their
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effects upon readers has continued to be waged since the 1 9 3 0 s a s

well. During periods of active international hostility, they have been 

accused of somehow weakening national resolve, their cumulative effect 

portrayed as somehow emasculating. This accusation seems to rest on a 

fear that some of these works are so accurate in their depiction of 

the Great War's carnage, it might lead to revulsion on the part of the 

public directed at all war. Correlli Barnett, himself writing in 1969 

during one of the frostier periods of the Cold War, charged they had 

weakened British resolve and so helped cause the Second World War:

Now, in any period, in regard to any human problem,

emotional revulsion is hardly a constructive approach. As it 

happened, the decade after the war books appeared turned out 

to be the decade of Hitler; and the British public's

emotional revulsion against war made timely rearmament and 

resistance to Hitler's demands impossible— opened the way 

therefore to the eventual necessity of stopping him not by 

peaceful pressure, but actual force— i.e., another war. (16)

Of course, it is at least debatable that Hitler could have been 

stopped by "peaceful pressure," just as it seems debatable that a

nation's resolve can be undermined by a book or by a series of books. 

However, Barnett's argument is important for two reasons: it reflects 

the cyclical reception accorded the novels of the Great War at 

different times, and it reveals an underlying anxiety. Much of this 

anxiety rests upon a concern that the descriptions of warfare in texts 

such as those of Manning, Remarque, Dos Passos, and others are so
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horrible they will cause a reaction against the possibility of warfare.

The problem for Barnett, Cru, and others who for their own 

purposes have attempted to disparage the accuracy of the World War I 

novels written by participants, is that the physical realities 

recreated in works such as those by Barbusse, Dos Passos, Boyd, and 

March, are mimetically depicted with fidelity to actual events. For, 

although Cru and similar critics have attempted to denigrate the 

verisimilitude of these accounts, there is no way in which the filth, 

odors, vermin, and violence of the Great War can be easily dismissed, 

as countless first-hand accounts testify. Consider the British 

experience on the second day of the battle of Loos in 1915, just one 

example among thousands of similar events during the Great War:

[The wire entanglement in front of the German position] 

consisted of hard steel barbed wire, too thick to be cut 

with the hand-clippers that had been issued to some sections, 

braced and criss-crossed among pine stakes and pit-props 

driven thirty-five centimetres into the earth. Its height 

was over four feet and its depth across five metres, or 

nearly nineteen feet.

Desperate, the men hurled themselves at it in frenzy; 

some tried to scramble over it as one might a thick yew 

hedge, others pulled at it with their bare hands; still more 

ran up and down its edge in the hopes of finding a gap that 

might have been cut by shellfire, until they were cut down. 

The German diary continues: "Confronted by this hopeless
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impenetrable obstacle and faced by continuous machine-gun 

and rifle fire the survivors began to turn and retire in 

confusion, though scarcely one in ten that had come forward

seemed to go back again. . . T f
•

There had been twelve battalions making the attack, a

strength of just under ten thousand, and in the Chrec and a

half hours of the actual battle their casualties were 385 

officers and 7,861 men. The Germans suffered no casualties 

at all. (Clark 172-73)

It is doubtful that those Britons advancing to the barbed wire at Loos 

congratulated themselves on being batter off than they had been at 

home or that the dead fell neatly one for every 1,239 square yards.

What transpired at Loos, at Verdun, at the Meuse-Argonne, at 

Caporetto, on the Somme, and elsewhere was a revelation of an essential

ly horrible new type of warfare that employed technological advances 

to a degree never before experienced in human history, with 

corresponding results on human beings never before experienced as 

well. It was this new warfare and its effects that those writers who 

participated in the Great War sought to describe. In doing so, authors 

such as La Motte, Barbusse, and others gave rise to the second element 

of the debate about the war's literature that has been waged since 

1918. Their narratives cannot be easily defined as works of fiction or 

non-fiction, for the revelation of this new "twentieth-century reality" 

created problems for writers attempting to depict it, as Paul Fussell

has noted:
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The point is this: finding the war "indescribable" in any 

but the available language of traditional literature, those

who recalled it had to do so in known literary terms. Joyce, 

Eliot, Lawrence, Pound, Yeats were not present at the front 

to induct them into new idioms which might have done the job 

better. Inhibited by scruples of decency and believing in

the historical continuity of styles, writers about the war 

had to appeal to the sympathy of readers by invoking the

familiar and suggesting its resemblance to what many of them 

suspected was an unprecedented and (in their terms) an 

all-but-incommunicable reality. Very often, the new reality 

had no resemblance whatever to the familiar, and the absence 

of a plausible style placed some writers in what they 

thought was an impossible position. (174)

The writers such as Hemingway and Remarque who later depicted the 

Great War in works demonstrating literary craftsmanship and whose 

works have endured as literature did so at a time when Joyce, Eliot, 

Lawrence, Pound, and Yeats had already "shown new idioms," enabling

them to create better fictions. And significantly, among American 

novelists, both Hemingway and March created novels in which war's 

reality is multifaceted and often ambiguous, bearing "no resembl

ance . . .  to the familiar."

For other writers, however, during the Great War and immediately 

after it, the disparity between the conventional treatment of war in 

the literary tradition and the war's terrible new realities caused the
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literary crisis Fussell has noted, and one manifestation of that 

crisis appears to be a loss of clear definition between fiction and

non-fiction. Suddenly, "non-fiction" narratives were available which 

read as if they were nineteenth century romances, and "fictional" 

accounts, such as those of Barbusse and Boyd, soon appeared which read 

a great deal more like pieces of journalistic reporting. For example, 

writers during the war such as Arthur Guy Empey in Over the Top, 

produced works that, appearing to be factual accounts, actually reveal 

a great deal of Genteel Romanticism. Empey's soldiers, for example, 

die quickly with little detailed suffering, and yet he strives to 

evoke pathos through other means:

A company man on our right was too slow in getting on his 

helmet; he sank to the ground, clutching at his throat, and 

after a few spasmodic twistings, went West (died). It was

horrible to see him die, but we were powerless to help him. 

In the corner of a traverse, a little, muddy cur dog, one of 

the company's pets, was lying dead, with his two paws over 

his nose. (189)

It is difficult in reading Empey's account to determine which of its 

two deaths is more terrible, although that of the dog may create a 

stronger emotional response: its purpose here is obviously designed to

elicit pathos. In this passage and elsewhere, Empey's deaths lack

either the clinical detachment of those of Hemingway's characters in A 

Farewell to Arms or the carefully detailed, graphic descriptions used

by Thomas Boyd in Through the Wheat. Empey wrote his narrative so as
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iQt to offend, but as a result, it also fails to inform, which as 

’journalism" was its supposed purpose. What he and other such writers 

>f "non-fictional" war narratives did, as Charles Genthe has observed, 

ras to describe the war in terms of the Genteel Tradition: "America 

las sending her boys off on the 'Great Adventure,' and wanted to read, 

tnd was given, 'platitudes' from her age of innocence, not 'twentieth- 

:entury reality'" (53).

A few writers such as Ellen N. La Motte attempted to give America 

'twentieth-century reality" and not "platitudes" from the age of 

.rmocence. But La Motte also employed fictive techniques in her 

Sackwash of War. Anxious to do what Empey and others like him had not 

lone, to inform, to present a re-creation of the Great War's new 

•eaiities as she perceived them, she intentionally turned to fictive 

levices such as the use of an omniscient narrator to provide a broader 

>erspective than would have been possible from her autobiographical 

antage point as a nurse.

Both Empey and La Motte were providing what purported to be 

ccounts of actual events, but their handling of their narratives, 

rhich were written for distinctly opposing purposes in terms of the

ype of information provided to the reading public, points to a

eveloping indistinctness, a blurring, between non-fiction and fiction, 

owever, in the case of "realistic" literature the boundaries between 

iction and non-fiction are often indistinct since any recording of

xperience necessarily involves a selection, a re-ordering, a

structuring" of the experience and is to a degree "fictional." And
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the perspective an author chooses in developing his or her structure 

can and does determine the nature of the re-creation that unfolds 

within the text. Using a multiple or omniscient narrator will provide 

a wider and more inclusive structure, although no writing recreates 

the whole of an experience, particularly a complex and multifaceted 

experience. This realization on the part of the war novelists led to 

the development of more complex structures in the war literature 

sub-genre itself, as writers such as first Dos Passos in Three 

Soldiers and then William March in Company K opened the text with more 

complex points of view and created more inclusive works than the 

single perspective narratives of witness and testimony such as Through 

the Wheat or One Man1 s Initiation— 1917. In doing so, however, and 

particularly in the case of March, they also introduced a large degree 

of ambiguity into their novels, which is in itself "realistic" since 

the Great War's new realities were themselves ambiguous.

The Great War, as Fussell noted, with its "all-but-incommunicable 

reality," in a sense disjoined existing literary tradition. Writers 

such as Arthur Guy Empey who tried to give the new reality expression 

in terms of the already existing literary conventions failed miserably. 

Authors such as Ellen N. La Motte, Henri Barbusse, and later John Dos 

Passos and Thomas Boyd developed a new form of narrative, one combining 

journalistic reporting of empirical events with fictive techniques, 

works of witness and testimony, which anticipated by decades the 

development of the "non-fictional novel." These narratives of witness 

and testimony reflect a loss of definition, a blurring of the
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boundaries, between the fictional and non- fictional. And as Scholes 

and Kellogg suggest, this loss of definition results from the World 

War I novel's need to recreate external, empirical realities, and this 

concern itself virtually dictates such a loss of clear definition:

One effect of modern empiricism has been to blur the 

distinction between the pure historical and mimetic forms of 

narrative on one. hand and the novel on the other. After the 

final, powerful impact of the autobiography, for example, on 

the novels of Proust, Joyce, Lawrence, Wolfe, and 

Fitzgerald— to mention only a few obvious instances— a clear 

distinction between the confession and the novel can no 

longer be sustained. The convergence of the novel with the 

history, biography, and autobiography has resulted not so 

much from impatience with the story-teller's fantasy as from 

a modern skepticism of knowing anything about human affairs 

in an entirely objective (non-fictional) way. (151)

With the first war novels of witness and testimony, those of Barbusse, 

Dos Passos, and Boyd, for example, the impact of autobiography on the 

novel is also apparent, and in the case of Under Fire, One Man * s 

Initiation— 1917, and Through the Wheat, no clear distinction "can be 

sustained" between autobiography and novel. While works that seek to 

recreate empirical events are necessarily closer to historic and 

mimetic narratives than the traditional novel form, they remove them

selves from traditional journalism as well, if they attempt to open 

themselves up to encompass more than the single perspective of an
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eyewitness observer or first person narrator. For many of the war 

novelists, the limitations of journalistic reporting may well have 

been a reason for classifying their works as fiction, but, as Scholes 

and Kellogg suggest, an inherent distrust of the non-fictional and of 

the possibility of true objectivity, too, may have played a role. 

During the war, science, hard fact, and the supposedly non-fictiona1, 

as in Empey's work or the ludicrous atrocity stories, had held sway, 

but in the war's aftermath, they had been found to be false or simply 

horrifying in their final effects. If the Great War were to be 

presented accurately, if the new realities it had revealed were to be 

made known, then perhaps literature with its greater flexibility and 

its ability to provide multiple views and different perspectives of 

events was the means through which it should be presented. Concerning 

events associated with another war a half-century later, Norman Mailer 

was to find that the fictional provided opportunities to arrive at a 

greater understanding of the significance of events than the non- 

fictional:

. . . which is to admit that an explanation of the mystery 

of . . . events . . . cannot be developed by the methods of 

history— only by the instincts of the novelist. The reasons 

are several, but reduce to one. Forget that the journalistic 

information available from both sides is so incoherent, 

inaccurate, contradictory, malicious, even based on error 

that no accurate history is conceivable. More than one 

historian has found a way through chains of false fact. No,
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the difficulty is that the history is interior— no documents 

can give sufficient intimation: the novel must replace 

history at precisely that point where experience is

sufficiently emotional, spiritual, psychical, moral, 

existential, or supernatural to expose the fact that the 

historian in pursuing the experience would be obliged to 

quit the clearly demarcated limits of historic inquiry. (284) 

Thus, the historical, the non-fictional, is limited to external events, 

which may be difficult to depict because of confusing and often 

contradictory evidence, but fiction provides a method of delineating 

events beyond the merely physical. And, too, those writers who had not 

participated in the war, Eliot, Pound, Yeats, Lawrence, and Joyce, had 

already, before 1914 in many cases, begun to challenge and change 

existing literary conventions, and their innovations after the mid- 

1920s were available to writers, such as Hemingway, who demonstrated 

new methods of revealing the Great War's new realities.

The effect of the World War I novels written to mimetically 

recreate empirical realities has been far-reaching. Since the earliest 

novels of witness and testimony were limited in perspective and craft, 

their appeal faded as public interest in the Great War itself 

diminished. Later novels which emphasized fictional techniques and 

limited their objective reporting, especially A Farewell to Arms, 

transcended the war novel sub-genre and became both more enduring and 

more broad in their appeal than the earliest narratives of witness and 

testimony. And within the sub-genre of war literature, this development
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had a continuing and long lasting effect. Dos Passos with Three 

Soldiers and Hemingway with A Farewell to Arms, and his other war 

fiction, influenced the next generation of war writers, those of World 

War II, who could look to Dos Passos for an approach to dealing with 

the heterogeneous makeup of military units and to Hemingway for much 

more:

The principal model for most of the younger war-writers 

was neither Sherwood Anderson nor Henry James. . . . This 

[World War II] was a different war, and they went to it in a 

different, un-Wilsonian way, but the attitudes and responses 

had been formed for them by a writer whose combat had been 

in Italian trenches near Fossalto in July 1918. Later the 

best of them were emancipated from Hemingway. But in their 

first stories, the inflections, sentence structure, and tones 

were absolutely unmistakable.

Their characters talked about "the Hemingway country" as 

they rode the troop trains, and a "real Hemingway meal" as 

they drank their wine. The prose itself is little less than 

eerie in its reproductions of the Hemingway rhythms. (Fenton, 

"Writers Who Came Out of the War" 6)

Thus, the on-going development of the "realistic" twentieth-century 

war novel, which began with writers such as Barbusse during the Great 

War, did not end in 1929 with A Farewe 11 to Arms, nor in 1933 with 

Company K, but instead has continued through successive wars in the

twentieth century.
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Nor, for that matter, did the narrative of witness and testimony, 

the form growing out of the mimetic re-creation of physical realities 

combining journalistic reporting and fictive techniques, cease with 

the evolution of the war novel. For, once the emphasis within the 

novel's genre had been shifted from the romantic and, to a lesser 

degree, the didactic, toward the historic and the mimetic, the process 

could not easily be reversed, nor the established precedents ignored. 

Hemingway himself in works such as Green Hills of Africa and Death in 

the Afternoon, James Agee in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, John Hersey 

in Hiroshima, and others wrote non-fictional works based on the 

empirical that were presented through the use of fictional techniques. 

Although William Wiegand would observe that none of these authors 

would claim these works were novels, it is difficult to see what 

distinguishes them from Truman Capote's In Cold Blood. Wiegand claims 

that Capote's work "suggests" and "extends" and defines those 

capabilities as being unique to literature:

The important quality of literature is the capacity to 

universalize the implication of an isolated real happening, 

and while remaining loyal to "facts," yet to put these facts 

in some distinctly larger context by the way the various 

elements are deployed rather than by discursive examination 

of the elements. (255-56)

Yet Hemingway in his non-fiction and Hersey and Agee in theirs 

"universalize the implication" of real happenings and put facts in 

larger contexts as well. Moreover, as Walker Gibson has demonstrated,
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the combining of journalistic reporting and fictional techniques has 

not necessarily been limited to book-length narratives, but in a 

curious and not always positive fashion has come to determine the 

approach, the tone, and the substance of contemporary journalism 

itself where Ernest Hemingway's influence has continued as pervasively 

as it has in the sub-genre of war fiction (Gibson, Chaps. 3 and 4).

Thus, as in many other areas of human endeavor, World War I’s 

influence in literature has continued through the twentieth century. 

The war gave rise to a new form of literature which combined elements 

of the fictional and non-fictional in an effort to recreate the new 

realities revealed from 1914 to 1918. Authors attempting to depict 

those new realities, as they perceived them, soon found the single 

perspective of the journalistic, eyewitness narrator too restrictive

to encompass the war's new "truths," and responded by employing 

multiple narrators in an effort to provide a more accurate, mimetic 

re-creation. Yet those multiple perspectives themselves created

ambiguity, and that ambiguity underscores the irony inherent in both 

the war and subsequent twentieth-century life. Moreover, much of the 

response to the novels of the Great War has been dependent on the 

ideological perspectives of readers during different periods, and the 

reputations of writers such as Thomas Boyd and William March have

fluctuated according to the ascendancy or decline of militarism. For 

in mimetically recreating the unpleasant new realities revealed by the

Great War, the war novelists furnished literature and readers with a

protest against war itself, and that protest, while at times muted by 

events, has never been completely silenced.
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