Book Review and Document Analysis
Book Review: Paul Fussell’s Great War and Modern Memory 

	The Great War—a phrase penned for the ‘war to end all wars’, paved the way for poets, writers and military academics alike. Paul Fussell’s Great War and Modern Memory shines a spotlight upon these literary greats, but he also brings forward his own reflective arguments. He manages to entwine the famed poets with the genres of language, literature, and the soldiers’ own experience to bring alive a comprehensive understanding on not only how we have remembered the war, but how memory has affected the way war has been written. 
	‘Every war is ironic because every war is far worse than expected.’[footnoteRef:1] Fussell, with the use of these resounding words inked on a page, creates the tone for the whole book with his motif of irony. It is a lament for those men and women who would never quite be the same after a war that had beaten down a generation. Fussell describes the Great War as a ‘mechanism of irony’, a means of placing brutal acts of violence against the backdrop of picturesque landscapes.[footnoteRef:2] A blood stain on a white flower, a sun setting on a battlefield riddled with shell holes. It is this sense of irony in which Fussell elaborates throughout, as history seems condemned to be repeated. Fussell has a penchant for referring to the works of Sassoon to further his case for correlating irony and memory. [1:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 30]  [2:  ibid] 

	Discussing the authorship is important in understanding the context of Fussell and his arguments. As an American man with military experience due to enlisting in the Second World War, his writings hold great significance. Writing from the 1970s, the Vietnam War had already ended but it remerges this personal aspect of memory.[footnoteRef:3] War brings a time of reflection, and as historians, the realisation that the past seems to be condemned to be repeated as previously mentioned. Fussell’s premier focus on British literature and his criticism of American poetry as ‘one dimensional’ brings upon the question of whether the experience and writings of British infantrymen hold more resonance with a reader, in comparison to American ones.[footnoteRef:4] Perhaps it is the black humour that is predominant within the British trenches that intrigues Fussell. As seen in Wilfred Owen’s letter to his mother, Fussell believes that to battle the ruthlessness of battle itself, the best form of resistance is humour.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  PBS, ‘The War: Paul Fussell’ (2007), [online]. Available at http://www.pbs.org/thewar/detail_5185.html]  [4:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 158]  [5:  Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory. p. 48] 

	At times, the language Fussell uses is rather informal. He makes light jokes, referring to battles and trench life as ‘cushy’. It brings a smile upon the readers face, and in many ways, engages the individual even more so. Despite using literary techniques of his own, he also explores the myriad of ways in which soldiers memorialised war through other aspects of vernacular. An example of this is his inclusion of songs: ‘If you want to find the private I know where he is […] he’s hanging on the old barbed wire!’[footnoteRef:6] A song created by men in the trenches as a display of their own authoritative disgust, parallels the literature Fussell presents to further his arguments. Lyrics and the vivid language again refer back to the ‘theatre’ of war in which Fussell describes.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  ibid, p. 43]  [7:  ibid, p. .223] 

	Fussell’s Great War and Modern Memory places much emphasis on pre-war literature, highlighting the writings of Shelley, Wilde and Tennyson. He provides an outlook that such writings on war gave the men at the front a false perception on war itself. Memory of course is the key theme that runs throughout, and it is this memory of literary classics that have affected the minds of the soldiers facing the enemy. Romantic classicism has glorified war and celebrated the fighter, thus creating the false perception that participation in military combat is an esteemed position in accordance to Fussell. Productions like Oh What a Lovely War emphasised this middleclass eagerness to enlist, and Fussell draws upon this sense of enthusiasm by anticipating the doom that lurks ahead through the emergence of British prose. Fussell even pays homage to this within his chapter ‘Oh What a Literary War’, stating how the ‘war began […] in a context of jargon and verbal delicacy’.[footnoteRef:8] He talks of euphemism, particularly in terms of enlisting men to the front. Men of power were capitalising on the childlike idealism of those destined to the ‘slough of despond’.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 174-5]  [9:  ibid, Pp. 42] 

	Key phrases are used throughout, a reminder of what Fussell is attempting to argue. He speaks of parallels, dichotomy and irony. One of the most poignant is satire. Fussell discusses heavily Hardy’s Satire of Circumstance and suggests that for the war poets of the time, poetic license in the military sense begins with Hardy.[footnoteRef:10] Fussell also provides a broad focus on Graves, Blunden, Owen and Sassoon as key literary figures. Memoirists, he coins them, provide an insight towards understanding memory from the soldiers’ perspective. In discussing their literary works, Fussell concludes that war in its entirety cannot be simply understood by studying it in a classroom setting. Breaking away from traditionalism and delving deeper into the confines of the conflict—as seen with his literary analyses—highlights the aspects of war that are often skimmed, or muted, in their retellings. [10:  ibid, Pp. 68] 

	As a military and social historian, he speaks boldly of the cruelty of war. In a sense, Fussell moves away from the strategic perspectives of war and uses sources of an anti-war nature. He stresses the ferocity of it all and how as men, lessons will never be learned. However, for many, one of the cruellest aspects of the conflict is the fact that home—for the British troops—was so close, and like the Great War ‘cliché’ in which Fussell often cites, was still so far.[footnoteRef:11] It was as if these men were trapped in an alternate reality, with the war seeming to be ‘continuing forever’.[footnoteRef:12]  The Germans were scarcely seen by many soldiers, and Fussell uses the phrase ‘gross dichotomising’ to further this argument. The war is almost an invisible entity, yet as bullets rain from above, the men are fully aware that this isn’t the case.[footnoteRef:13] What was interesting however is how, along with his analysations of war being dichotomic, the comparisons Fussell makes between the soldier and the cross. Significantly, the use of Crucifixion. This alone is a vivid motif, the ultimate symbol for sacrifice, in which Fussell elaborates.[footnoteRef:14] He reinforces the idea that through British literature, sacrificial themes are not uncommon. Robert Nichols’s Battery Moving Up is a testament to this, writing; ‘Of bodies whose feet, hands and side must soon be torn, pierced, crucified.’[footnoteRef:15] Such poetic stanzas of this kind are also found in the works of Sassoon’s’ The Redeemer.[footnoteRef:16] It is intriguing to read how Fussell correlates the use of Crucifixion in war literature with how it inspired imaginations of contemporary writers to reinforce the idea of the solider being an extension of Christ. [11:  ibid, Pp. 111]  [12:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 68-73]  [13:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory, pp. 75-9]  [14:  Ibid, Great War and Modern Memory, pp. 118-9]  [15:  ibid]  [16:  ibid] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	As Shakespeare elaborated, ‘all the world’s a stage’.[footnoteRef:17] Fussell too endeavours to compare war to theatre. He explores the works of Charles Carrington: ‘A man dying with a bullet through his head becomes, as Carrington thinks about the melodrama of his last moments, almost admittedly a character in a novel.’[footnoteRef:18] The trench is a set, Fussell describes. It has props, stage engineering, and the sound of applause is replaced with the sound of gunfire.[footnoteRef:19] A true tragedy in every sense of the word, with the ordinary man becoming a key player in a very big game. As such, aesthetics and imagery play an important role in war and how it is remembered. ‘No man’s land haunts the imagination’,[footnoteRef:20] and so gives way to the theatre of war as Fussell explains. But how exactly is the Great War remembered as a play? In considering the rigidity of ranks, shouting ‘Fall out!’ in replace of ‘Action!’, Fussell deems it to be a perverse way or perceiving the war, but it also brings a sense of escapism.[footnoteRef:21] As he establishes in the preface, his endeavours in analysing the Great War and its relationship with literature rely heavily upon picking apart the dynamics and iconography, and in this light, Fussell provides an intriguing perspective. His sources to argue this vary from primary to contemporary, an example being how Fussell includes David Jones’ memory of how sunsets provided a juxtaposition to warfare.[footnoteRef:22] Beautiful, solemn and colourful against the grey mist of the trenches. It is these sorts of analogies which are interesting to the reader, bringing forward the consideration of nature also being a victim of war.  [17: William Shakespeare, ‘All the World’s a Stage’ (2017), [online]. Available at: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/56966/speech-all-the-worlds-a-stage]  [18:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 173]  [19:  ibid, p. 202]  [20:  ibid, p. 189]  [21:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 189-192]  [22:  ibid, p. 51] 

	Homosexuality and homoeroticism is also a subject Fussell explores, rather deeply. He brings alive a rather controversial issue for the time, stressing contentious analogies—like comparing war to sexual fantasies.[footnoteRef:23] It was this comparison that seemed rather unorthodox for analysing war and its literature. How could war be viewed in a sexual nature? To the reader, it seems almost inherently wrong for Fussell to be using sexual desires as a means of memorialising war. War can be alluring and stimulating, as Graves notes in his Recalling War—but is it correct for Fussell to suggest that it is appealing in a sexual sense? Regardless, despite finding this comparison a weakness in his homoerotic argument, his acknowledgement of male relationships, homosexuality and the beauty that can be found in death reaffirms the point Fussell is making. In this, it is easier to agree with what he is trying to say. Serenity and prettiness—aspects of what Sassoon found upon gazing at a dead German solider—Fussell notes, as Sassoon pondered how the war had taken this ‘gentle face’ in vain.[footnoteRef:24] It is this narrative, discussing the depth of male beauty through aspects of literature, that presents a very real image to the reader. Fussell elaborates that skin is a popular term within war poetry such as Herbert Reads’ Naked Warriors and Frederic Mannings’ A Shell. The vulnerability and the silkiness of flesh against the shell is no match for such brutality.[footnoteRef:25] The soldier is not a knight in shining armour as Fussell believes romanticised classicism has enforced into their ideologies, but rather a symbolic figure of male beauty and how easily that beauty can be stripped away. [23:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 170-1]  [24:  ibid, p. 276]  [25:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 302-3] 

	To criticise, many of Fussell’s chapters seem to be heavily sourced. It almost becomes a task to keep pace with the aim of the chapter, especially as he speaks of the Great War and then suddenly refers to authors of eras before, such as the likes of William Shakespeare with King Lear. Why did he choose to use this as a point of reference? In a sense, the play is a tragedy much like the war itself, but it causes his arguments to become exaggerated as he seeks to finance his own points. Dan Todman also emphasises this, and accuses Fussell of inclusivity.[footnoteRef:26] The literary credits used to further the previously mentioned points contains extracts from those of a higher social standing, and it is this that Todman finds fault. Fussell himself states that he aims to bring forward the views of the ordinary man, but it seems that he has contradicted himself by including famed privates and high-ranking officers instead. [26:  D. Todman, The Great War: Myths and Memory (London: Hambledon Continuum, 2005), pp.49 and 159] 

	To conclude, Fussells’ Great War and Modern Memory is a significant read in terms of understanding not only the relationship of war and literature, but how much deeper prose descends into understanding attitudes, experiences, and relationships between soldiers. Fussell provides thoughtful analogies on the core of the British experience of war, observing every aspect of trench life through the eyes of those who observed the world around them with the same ‘curious literariness’ that Fussell harbours.
	

Document Analysis: A Soldier’s Declaration, Siegfried Sassoon


	For Siegfried Sassoon, the ‘Soldier’s Declaration’ printed within The Times during 1917 presented a very real lament for what life was like on the front line. If one was to describe the document in its entirety, ‘jarring’ comes to mind. Not jarring in the sense that it is surprising, but more so that the consequential ramifications and the historical context of the document extends far deeper than a soldiers’ thoughts on a page.
[image: ]	As a serviceman, Sassoon is extremely knowledgeable about the political events that surround the war. He later cites within a letter to Harold Cox: ‘nothing seems worthwhile except the truth of ones’ actions.’[footnoteRef:27] In reference to such actions, such a statement as this would have branded Sassoon a conscientious objector. Court martials and tribunals were initiated for those who disobeyed military commands, and such a statement like Sassoon’s would have surely have resulting in an arrest if his case had not ended with his admittance to Craiglockhart, situated outside Edinburgh.[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  British Library, Siegfried Sassoon’s statement of protest against the war, letter and typescript, MS 56099, c. 1906-66, [online]. Available at: https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/siegfried-sassoons-statement-of-protest-against-the-war-and-related-letters]  [28:  Margaret Brooks, ‘Conscientious Objectors in their Own Words’, Imperial War Museum, [online]. Available at: http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/conscientious-objectors-in-their-own-words] 
Figure 1, Sassoon's declaration

‘I am not protesting against the conduct of war, but the political errors and insincerities for which the fighting men are being sacrificed.’ Much like Fussell elaborated within his Great War and Modern Memory, it was not uncommon for the comparison of sacrifice to be made within prose. However, in the case of Sassoon, his statement goes beyond the symbolic meaning in which Fussell deciphers. Sassoon’s recognition of the soldiers’ experience within trench warfare had led him to make such a bold conclusion in the height of war, deeming it unjustifiable for men to be subjected to such terrors and ‘agonies’. As a reader, it brings upon the question: what pushed Sassoon make such a declaration? With the realities of war, constantly being faced with its relentlessness, Sassoon took it upon himself to destroy the ‘callous complacency’ which had infiltrated the minds of not only the masses, but those of authoritative power. But despite this, Sassoon believed that personal losses he had experienced himself did not altogether affect his poetry. James Meredith highlights this upon bringing forward Paul Moeyes’ critical assessment of Sassoon:
There is as yet no trace in his [early war] poems that would suggest the bitter war satires that he were to write later on. At this stage Sassoon and his early war poems do not differ greatly from the poets and poems that are usually quoted to illustrate an initial war enthusiasm.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  J. H. Meredith, Understanding the Literature of World War I: A Student Casebook to Issues (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2004), pp. 121-122] 


So, what changed for Sassoon and how did he come to write the declaration? In looking at Robert Hemmings analysation of the poet, Sassoon was able to put together such a statement by combining his experiences as both a soldier and a non-combatant.[footnoteRef:30] The declaration itself had little impact on halting the war effort. It was the poetry that came afterwards which resonated with people the most, as his anti-war stance had a relatability that extended beyond anything else.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  R. Hemmings, Modern Nostalgia: Siegfried Sassoon, Trauma and the Second World War (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008) pp. 83]  [31:  ibid.] 

Sassoon, after making the statement, was not subjected to spending the remainder of the war within a cell. Instead, the House of Commons heard the case of ‘Mad Jack’ and declared him shell shocked.[footnoteRef:32] Sassoon was worth far more than his literary aptitudes, and yet the depth of his anger at the war moved him to discard his medal for bravery.[footnoteRef:33] For the authorities, condemning an esteemed officer in this sense would have been a controversial move, and so moving him to a facility to receive psychiatric treatment provided a piece of mind. Notably, Sassoon moved in the same social circles as the renowned pacifist Bertrand Russell whom helped Sassoon with the construction of A Soldiers Declaration, but unlike other objectors, Sassoon was atypical.[footnoteRef:34] Cases such as his, a man with an established literary background—The Daffodil Murderer had given  Sassoon a semblance of popularity—brought wide publicisation.[footnoteRef:35] Fussell explained the importance of poetic license with Britons during WW1 by stating, ‘By 1914, it was possible for soldiers to be not only literate, but vigorously literary’.[footnoteRef:36]  Why was this man of such talent so vehement in his criticisms of the war? It confounded those who heard the case of Sassoon, and perhaps it was easier to label him as shell shocked.  [32:  Peter Quinn, ‘Mad Jack: Siegfriend Sassoon at War and At Peace’, Commonweal, 12 September: 2014, pp. 41]  [33: ibid]  [34:  h Martin Ceadel, Pacifism and Conscientious Objection (2014), British Library, [online]. Available at:  https://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/pacifism]  [35:  Siegfried Sassoon Fellowship, ‘About Siegfried Sassoon’(2008). Available at: http://www.sassoonfellowship.org/siegfriedsassoonfellowship/id1.html]  [36:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 157] 

 With analysing the document, it is difficult to extract a pacifistic meaning. Sassoon himself participated in the war, and later returned following his convalescent and medical leave, so it would be unfair to categorise him as a member of the pacifist movement. He doesn’t necessarily condemn the act of war itself as he stated that he entered it for the cause of ‘defense and liberation’, but it was the belief that the war itself would be short lived and over by Christmas that would make Sassoon believe that he has been lied to. As a result, his protestation lies with the powers that be, as the purpose of the war has become lost within the slough of despond—an allegory created by fellow poet John Bunyan, a recognition of the hopeless state in which the soldier is condemned to face.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  P. Fussell, Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 203] 

	In terms of audience, the publication within The Times and furthermore the court hearing would have provided broad publicity. But Sassoon’s aim? Hearing the voice of the soldier. With the screenings of The Battle of the Somme during 1916, a year before Sassoon’s’ declaration, the public were subjected to a reel of propaganda.[footnoteRef:38] Sassoon comes and breaks apart the ideology that the war is being won. ‘Pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag, and smile, smile, smile!’ The film itself is reminiscent of the famed Great War song, and it is everything that Sassoon is attempting to contradict.  [38:  Toby Haggith, ‘The Battle of the Somme Film’, First World War Centenary (2017), [online]. Available at: http://www.1914.org/the-battle-of-the-somme-film/] 

	In conclusion, Sassoon’s Soldier’s Declaration is both haunting as it is extraordinary. Despite historical arguments claiming that his statement stemmed from a more generalised soldier’s perspective than his own personal experiences, his use of ‘I’ and first-person vernacular gives the reader reason to believe that on some level, the anger and the unjust nature that Sassoon felt about the war was more personal than it was political. The declaration is almost a call for arms—a cry for a brotherhood to understand the war and the moral consequences in which it is wreaking. 
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This Statement is made by Second-Lieutenant
Siegfried Lorreine Sassoon, M.C., 3rd Batt.
Royal Welch Fusiliers

1 am meking this statement as an act of wilful defience of
militery suthority, because I believe that the war is being de-
1iberately prolonged by those who have the pover to end it.

I am a soldier, convinced thet I am acting on behalf of
soldiers, I believe that this wer, upon vhich I entered as a
ver of defence and liberation, has now become e wer of aggression
ond conquest. I believe that the purposes for which I and my
fellow-soldiers entered upon this war should have Deen eo cleerly
stated s to have made it impossible to chenge them, and that,
hed this been done, the objects which actuated us would now be
ettainable by negotiation.:

1 heve seen and endurad the sufferinge of the troops end I
can no longer be e party to prolonging these sufferings for ends
which I believe to be evil and unjust.

I an not protesting against the conduct of the war, but
ageinst the political errore and insincerities for which thef
fighting men ere being secrificed.

On behal? of those who are suffering now I meke this protest
ageinst the deception which is being practised on tmem: also I
believe that it may help to destroy the callous complacence with
which the majority of those at home regerd the continuence of
agonies which they do not shere, and wiich they heve not sufficient
imegination to realise,

SIZGFRIED SASSOON,

July 1817,




