
Introduction

The Great War still haunts us. During the first few weeks of 1998, various
British national broadsheets carried articles on recently released War Office
papers dating back over eighty years and relating to the case of the celebrated
First World War poet, Siegfried Sassoon. Although at times a fearless and some-
times reckless warrior, known to the men who served under him as ‘Mad Jack’,
Sassoon had also written powerful anti-war poetry and, though decorated for
his bravery on the Western Front, had thrown his Military Cross into the river
Mersey whilst on leave.

According to his hitherto confidential army file, now released by the Public
Records Office, the War Office had considered him ‘a lunatic’. The Indepen-
dent carried with its article, which was entitled ‘Siegfried Sassoon – mad, sad or
heroically confused?’, a large black and white photograph of Sassoon in his
uniform. The soldier-poet stares out of the picture, as if into the future. One
cannot tell from his expression whether he is about to frown or smile. Will he
proffer the hand of friendship or the bayonet of hate? This was the paradox of
Sassoon: that a brave, military man should write the verse that he did and also
compose his famous ‘Soldier’s Declaration’ against the conduct of the war (which
was printed in The Times in July 1916) but should then return to the trenches
afterwards, to live or die. Was he mad? The authorities naturally thought so.
Not only mad, but dangerously so – liable to influence others with his procla-
mations on the conflict and its conduct. Anti-war reaction was expected from
‘conchies’ and Bohemian types, perhaps, but most definitely not from serving
officers in His Majesty’s Forces.

As well as the extraordinariness of his character, it was this apparent para-
dox which lay within Sassoon and, I began to realise, many others, which I
wanted to explore when I began the research that forms the basis for this book.
My earlier undergraduate research on the attitude of the Bloomsbury Group to
the Great War had told me that, far from all opposing the conflict as one, as
generally believed, the individuals who constituted this most famous circle of
friends reacted in many different ways to the coming of war. Some of the younger
‘members’, such as the artist Duncan Grant, even supported the war during the
initial rush of popular enthusiasm during the hot August and September of 1914.
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A war of individuals2

Other members of the group, like the influential economist John Maynard Keynes,
actually worked for the war effort at the heart of government. In fact, each
invididual took their own line, though they were in general agreement over the
wrongness of the Great War and, most particularly, the barriers that the war
imposed between the personal ideals of truth and beauty on the one hand and the
active pursuit of these by individuals, on the other. The years of the Great War
were the formative ones that helped to mould the group into the image that
would be recast by the public imagination in succeeding generations. But why
had they reacted in the ways they did? I found I wanted to explore deeper – into
both the past itself and the personalities of bohemian Bloomsbury.

I learnt that the older members of Bloomsbury had been taught to revere the
appreciation of beauty, art and friendship by their mentor, the kindly yet in-
tense philosopher G.E. Moore, in the intellectual ferment of the Cambridge of
the 1880s. Beauty and its appreciation were to be seen as an absolute good and
hence one of the driving aims of life itself, if that life were to be lived to its
maximum emotional potential. Despite their varying attitudes to war and the
Great War in particular, it was this process of aesthetic fulfilment which
Bloomsbury felt the war disrupted or stunted in a dramatic manner. For too
long this awareness had been credited only to those ‘celebrities’ of Bloomsbury
whose profile was dramatic enough to warrant investigation by writers and
journalists. Now the time had come for a re-evaluation of the scope of this
searchingly individual form of anti-war feeling. Crucially, did its beam cast
itself wider than the rarefied air of Ottoline Morrell of Garsington Manor or
aesthetic work-ethic of Vanessa Bell’s Charleston farmhouse? This book will
investigate its extent and also the themes that were its means of expression in
the numerous diaries, articles and letters that formed a part of the vast literary
legacy of the epoch.

The Great War of 1914 to 1918 was the first ‘modern’ war, both in reality
and in the popular imagination. It involved more spheres of human experience
than perhaps any previous conflict. Whole populations were caught up in it
and exhibited myriad shades of reaction to it – including, naturally, opposition.
This book concentrates on those individualistic British citizens whose motiva-
tion for opposition in thought or deed was grounded upon moral, humanistic
or aesthetic precepts. There have been previous studies based around specific
British religious or political conscientious objection to the war but none con-
centrating on any existing moral, humanistic or aesthetic anti-war feeling –
reactions that, as we will see, were as valid and real as any of a religious or
political nature. I felt it was time to set the record straight.

Very occasionally, this humanistic anti-war feeling has been noted in ‘offi-
cial’ studies. In his Pacifism in Britain 1914–1945: The Defining of a Faith, the
historian Martin Ceadel singles out what he terms ‘humanitarian pacifism’ as a
valid form of anti-war feeling, stating that it is ‘no less a dogma’ than religious
or political pacifism. However, in Ceadel’s book, humanitarian pacifism is classed
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as ‘all absolute objections to war based on its consequences for human exist-
ence’,1 a categorisation that is at once too narrow (with its use of the term
‘absolute objection’) and too wide. Ceadel also describes ‘humanitarian paci-
fism’ as, ‘the major pacifist innovation of the inter-war period’ (my italics).2

While this may be true in terms of strict pacifism, my study champions a clearly
identifiable ‘humanitarian’ anti-war feeling during the Great War itself – in all
its humanistic, aesthetic and moral contexts: not simply the cases of individuals
who believed all war to be wrong, but also – using a term Martin Ceadel em-
ploys – amongst pacificists, such as the celebrated philosopher Bertrand Russell,
who regarded some wars as justifiable.

Crucially, aesthetic opposition to the conflict was identified as such at the
time. Howard Marten, chairman of the Harrow branch of the anti call-up No
Conscription Fellowship and a conscientious objector,3 noted that, in his view,
the individuals who opposed the war were, ‘men from every conceivable angle
of life … a sort of cross-section of every type’. In addition to members of the
established churches or smaller religious groups and those from a political back-
ground such as the Independent Labour Party, Marten also observed:

a very curious group of what I used to call artistically-minded. There were a lot of
men who were not in any way organised or attached, but I should call them the
aesthetic group: artists, musicians and all that. There were quite a considerable num-
ber of them … They had a terrific repugnance at war which could only express itself
individually … They’re not group-minded. They’re individuals to the core; so that
naturally they would, almost inevitably, take a very personal attitude to that sort of
thing.4

So – who were these curious people? This book will comprehensively docu-
ment the breadth and precise nature of these (to quote W.H. Auden on a later
war) ‘affirming flames’ of individual yet linked aesthetic reaction, as and when
they occurred in people of all types and locations. The book’s trajectory will take
us from the core friendships of the Bloomsbury group upwards and outwards
into a society at once activated and traumatised by war. We shall move through
the shifting boundaries of Bloomsbury, to friends and mentors, such as Bertrand
Russell and Ottoline Morrell and on to encompass other well-known figures of
the period; artists, poets and writers such as Sassoon and Owen, Nash and Gurney
and explore their aesthetic links to Bloomsbury war attitudes through their own
contact with the conflict, whether at home or at the front. Then our search will
take us to obscurer figures, male and female, some of whom achieved brief noto-
riety during the war and inter-war period, but who are largely forgotten now,
such as the extraordinary Mabel St Clair Stobart. Finally, in order to show that
Bloomsbury attitudes existed (consciously or unconsciously) farther away still
from the scribbled thoughts of Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey and their friends,
we will meet individuals who now live only in the memories of descendants or in
bundles of papers and battered leather diaries stored carefully in archives around
the world.
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To accomplish this scope of research, a wide range of source materials were
consulted. These included published memoirs and accounts of personal experi-
ence, public statements and articles from newspapers and journals and private
comments from letters and diaries found in archives such as the Liddle Collec-
tion at the University of Leeds and the files of the Imperial War Museum (from
which Howard Marten’s earlier identification of aesthetic and individualistic
opposition to the war was taken). With a few important exceptions, all the
evidence presented in this book will be centred around personal letters, diaries,
memoirs and factual articles, as these generally present a more direct and cer-
tainly more individual reflection of the thoughts and feelings of the people in-
volved, even when some hindsight was involved. Partly due to the limitations of
time and space, there is much less focus on artistic material in the form of
poems, novels and fictionalised representation which was, to a much greater
extent, shaped with public awareness always in mind and, therefore, needed to
be treated quite differently.

In January 1915, the obscure poet Max Plowman, on his way to Dorking to
be billeted in the 4th Field Ambulance (but later to resign from the army),
wrote to his brother that, ‘War is ultimately an affair of individuals – and as
such is insane and unmitigated filth’. This was due, Plowman thought, due to
the damage inflicted by the conflict upon individual souls. His only hope for his
army career was that, ‘I meet someone fit to speak to’.5 Max Plowman is cited
by historian Keith Robbins in his The Abolition of War as an individual for
whom direct contact with the war served to convince him that it was unjustifi-
able. Robbins also acknowledges the diversity of reasons leading to an indi-
vidual conscientious objection. Just as Plowman saw that war ‘was an affair of
individuals’, Robbins writes that the diversity of reaction should occasion no
surprise to those looking back on the war because, as he writes, ‘in a sense,
“individuality” lay at the heart of the conscientious objector’s argument. What-
ever the precise nature of the case being articulated, it was intensely individual’.6

The notion of a person standing apart from the war and feeling an aesthetic or
humanistic reaction against it lies at the heart of my book. ‘Humanistic’ here
not only stands for kindliness and a belief in mercy and friendship over differ-
ence but also in its more formal meaning, that of Classical studies and literary
culture and an intellectual order that placed the mind of man and human inter-
ests first. It was a fear for the survival of this culture and of aestheticism, seen
as a linear progression from the ancient Greeks and Romans via the Renais-
sance, that inspired many to oppose the destructive forces of the war. A human-
istic response to the conflict usually emphasised the observation of an individual’s
feelings and reactions as a basis for a greater understanding of the self.

The hesitant Max Plowman represents the sensitive individual soul, for whom
pacifism would hopefully be ‘friendship in action’, reacting to the bruteness –
both physical and moral – of the war. The use of his words for the title of this
book is an indicator that the viewpoint here will be a personal one using the
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thoughts and feelings of those who experienced the war and expressed them-
selves in a variety of forms, in both public and private. This book will show
that Plowman’s case was by no means atypical and that people with similar
views or reactions to the war were not, as is commonly perceived, all isolated
bohemian Bloomsbury-types turning their backs to the conflict by painting or
writing in the country as the war drifted past them, largely unnoticed.

Martin Ceadel refers to Bloomsbury’s opposition to the war as ‘quasi-
pacifism’, a reaction he describes as ‘numerically insignificant’ and ‘elitist’ sim-
ply because they were pacificists (that is, some did not regard war as always
wrong) and because the individuals involved were peculiarly articulate and
achieved a prominence due to their artistic reputations. He states that the reac-
tions of individuals of ‘this type’ can be categorised merely by their superficial-
ity and that pacifism amongst them rarely existed in ‘pure form’.7

However, this study will show that reactions very similar to those of the
individuals who constituted Bloomsbury, whether in Ceadel’s ‘pure form’ or
not, existed through a wider spectrum of differing social backgrounds and con-
tacts. Although this book will initially single out the better known, it will also
include the much less celebrated – individuals such as Bernard Adams (whose
memoirs are long out of print), as well as those whose identity rests only in
fading sepia photographs – their letters and diaries having found their way into
various archives scattered across Britain.

This book, then, will provide evidence that humanistic, aesthetic or moral
anti-war reaction existed (having been previously comparatively little docu-
mented) and, crucially, show for the first time that it existed through a far more
widespread variety of individual experience than was generally assumed to be
the case.

These numerous anti-war reactions manifested themselves in a variety of
forms. Martin Ceadel states: ‘It must be admitted that a truly conscientious
humanitarian pacifism and mere quasi-pacifism based on one’s own particular
qualities and sensitivity to civilised values are easier to distinguish in theory
than in practice’.8 In full awareness of this problem, this book will gradually
draw out common themes of humanistic response linking the individuals in-
volved across barriers of intellectual capacity, geographical location and time.
Themes such as the war’s perceived threat to individual liberty; its threat to
personal and collective morals; its coarsening effect upon personality and on
the capacity to appreciate ideals of beauty and art; and its detrimental effect
upon the linear progression of civilisation and associated value systems, thus
providing a valuable commentary, by those who felt themselves to be adversely
affected, on the war’s effect upon society and culture.

It would be rash to speak of a ‘typical’ anti-war response to the Great War.
Although the humanistic/aesthetic response already outlined can be clearly dis-
tinguished from, for example, the equally identifiable responses of the Quakers,
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the Independent Labour Party or the Union of Democratic Control – there were
obviously overlapping cases.9 For example, a humanistic approach to the war
sometimes involved a person affiliating him or herself to a political or religious
group, but this need to associate with others with similar general aims did not
necessarily lessen the original nature of the personal reaction. The individual
could also move from an affiliation with a recognised anti-war group to a more
personal style of reaction to the war – as will be shown in the case of mathema-
tician and philosopher Bertrand Russell – owing to disaffection with the nature
and style of ‘organised protest’. Thus the edges of the fields of response and
reaction were blurred in some cases; hardly surprising when a conflict on such
an unprecedented scale as the Great War presented such ‘myriad faces’ to the
individual.

An attempt to describe these ‘myriad faces’ was made by an ordinary soldier,
Bernard Adams, who initially spent eight months at the front with the Royal
Welch Fusiliers before returning to fight and die in February 1917.

I have not yet found a perfect simile for this war, but the nearest I can think of is that
of a pack of cards. Life in this war is a series of events so utterly different and
disconnected, that the effect upon the actor in the midst of them is like receiving a
hand of cards from an invisible dealer. There are four suits in the pack. Spades
represent the dullness, mud, weariness, and sordidness. Clubs stand for another side,
the humour, the cheerfulness, the jollity, the good-fellowship. In diamonds I see the
glitter of excitement and adventure. Hearts are a tragic suit of agony, horror and
death. And to each man the invisible dealer gives a succession of cards; sometimes
they seem all black; sometimes they are red and black alternately; and at times they
come red, red, red; and at the end is the ace of hearts.10

In addition, Adams echoed fellow soldier Max Plowman in one of the last
things he ever wrote, ‘War is evil. Justice is stronger than Force. Yet was there
need of all this bloodshed to prove this? For this war is not as past wars; this is
everyman’s war, a war of civilians, a war of men who hate war, of men who
fight for a cause, who are compelled to kill and hate it.’11 This statement em-
bodies an apparent contradiction which occurs again and again at various points
during this study: the fact that many whose sensibilities were naturally inclined
against the values seen to be underlying the conflict still felt the need to be a
part of the direct experience. Men who abhorred war could at the same time be
seen to be fighting for some sort of cause – ‘the war to end all wars’ and the
‘fight for freedom’ for example. Noble and peaceful ideals underpinned many a
decision to join up. Men of fine-tuned sentiment still allowed themselves to be
compelled to kill for many personal reasons, such as duty, fear or comradeship.
A small number, of course, refused to be compelled, even after the introduction
of conscription in 1916. The history of these conscientious objectors, some of
them ‘absolutists’, has been chronicled in detail elsewhere (both individual ac-
counts and collectively). In the case of such active forms of protest in appearing
before a public, decision-making tribunal and becoming a conscientious objector,
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research has indicated that the majority of documented objectors backed up
their stated objection with either specific religious or political motives – for
example, out of a total of 3,964 conscientious objectors referred to the Pelham
Committee (established in June 1916 to advise the local Tribunals on alterna-
tive work for those conscientious objectors who would accept it), 1,716 alone
declared themselves to be religious Christadelphians.12

The seeming contradiction in wanting to take some part in a war the motives
behind which one disagreed with, is highlighted by historian Brian Bond in his
‘British “Anti-War” Writers and their Critics’,’13 in which he states that some of
the best ‘anti-war satirists’ were not actually pacifists or conscientious objectors
but ‘brave and even zealous subalterns’, and that, though discontented with the
‘justice’ of the war, they returned to the front.14 However, Bond then takes the
same line as Adrian Caesar’s Taking It Like a Man, in which Caesar attributes
these individuals’ attitudes to the war to their ‘personal hang-ups’; for example,
sexual problems deriving from repressive social and educational backgrounds.
According to Bond and Caesar, the war provided for them an opportunity to
‘obtain personal freedom’ and a chance to ‘seek love and consolation through
suffering’.15 In fact, as will be demonstrated, the reverse seems as often as not
true, and the conflict was, in fact, in the opinion of those who showed humanistic
opposition to it, a barrier to personal freedom and, perceived as such, was itself
often a reason for the formation of an anti-war stance. However, Bond, in stating
that, ‘These famous “anti-war” writers … believed that protest against the war
depended upon participation in it’,16 is right to identify this apparent contradic-
tion (which applied in some, but not all, cases). He correctly asserts that some
attitudes crushed under the weight of an ‘anti-war’ label could be ‘ambivalent if
not actually supportive’ towards the conflict.17

One such attitude, which Brian Bond examines, is that of Siegfried Sassoon,
mentioned at the start of this Introduction. Though Bond identifies Sassoon’s
high concerns with unit pride and comradeship, he simplifies Sassoon’s spec-
trum of response in suggesting that his anti-war writing merely refers to an
‘antagonism and mutual lack of empathy between home and military fronts’,18

while Martin Ceadel attributes Sassoon’s ‘conversion’ merely to ‘the unsettling
experience of convalescence in Britain’.19 Bond also over-simplifies the response
to Sassoon’s protest by saying that his front-line colleagues deplored his ac-
tions. This was not the whole case and this book will explore the need for direct
experience of the war that underlay the anti-war stance of Siegfried Sassoon
(and others like him) and his decision to return to the front. As already stated,
Keith Robbins has identified soldier Max Plowman (later well-known for his
inter-war pacifist stance) as an individual for whom direct experience of the
war was crucial both to his understanding of it and in the formation of his anti-
war position. This book will show that this need for experience was to be the
case for other individuals besides Plowman and Sassoon.

This study concentrates chiefly on humanistic/aesthetic anti-war responses
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during the conflict itself and in the early inter-war period. Although various
memoirs which will be cited appeared considerably later than this, in general
these later writings have been used only as a source of judgements where they
are particularly significant to the principal themes of the book, or where they
quote material from diaries, letters or jottings made at the time of the war.

The war proved a testing ground for previously held convictions, beliefs or
concepts – such as those of the philosopher G.E. Moore and late-Victorian
Cambridge.20 Moore’s absolute ideals of beauty, truth and goodness were later
to be exemplified by the pursuits and life-goals of the Bloomsbury Group. The
war tested such ideals as it affected those who most valued them; disparate
individuals interconnected by their approaches to a war which pushed ideas
concerning the liberty and duty of an individual to the fore, especially in the
minds of those who already supported, or now found themselves championing,
the ideal of ‘the self’.
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