
1

The narrative push

In this chapter the relationship between fragmentation, repression and
writing will be explored. Some of the less obvious contributing factors
for Ford’s first volume of autobiography (Ancient Lights) will also be
examined. Close attention will be paid to the historical context that
helped to produce Ancient Lights – discussed briefly in the Introduction
and again in Chapter 5. Necessarily brief in its attention to some major
issues (notably the First World War, addressed in Chapter 4), this is
primarily a survey chapter that begins to trace, in broad terms, ideas
and thought patterns that can be used helpfully to contextualise and to
read Ford. Many of these issues, ideas and thought patterns will be
returned to in greater detail later in the book.

The attempt to recognise gaps between parts of the self is powerfully
resonant in the early modernist era: ‘For both James and Dostoevsky,
reality lay in human consciousness and the fathomless workings of the
mind’.1 We know from James’s ‘Chamber of Consciousness’, in which
suspends the spider-web of experience ‘catching every air-borne parti-
cle’,2 and from discussion in the Introduction, that consciousness alone
manifests multiple and distinct strands. When ‘the fathomless work-
ings of the mind’ are introduced, the image becomes more complex
still.

Psychology, psychoanalysis, literature

Psychology was the new science in this period. (It needed to be; Roy
Porter points out that ‘by 1900, it was fashionable to be neurasthenic’,
and that ‘eminent Victorians positively revelled in hypochondria . . .
and hysteria’.3) Even William James, who described consciousness as ‘a
stream’ that ‘does not appear to itself to be chopped up in bits’, posed

2395 Ch1  7/5/02  8:39 am  Page 20

Sara Haslam - 9781526137371
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:27AM

via free access



a model of the self divided into three components: material, social and
spiritual – and he said to Freud in 1909 that ‘the future of psychology
belongs to your work’.4 Psychoanalysis emerged as simply ‘a psychol-
ogy that emphasised the unconscious mind’,5 rather than its conscious
counterpart. Indeed, Richard Slobodin has claimed that ‘in the pre-war
years there was no great gulf between psychoanalysis and the experi-
mental forms of neurology and psychology’, reminding us that Freud
had been a neurologist.6 But the business of psychoanalysis is those
‘fathomless workings’, which it seeks to make known – a process that
has always been in thrall to literature. The literary influences on Freud
are regularly expounded (and usually include Shakespeare, Goethe,
Flaubert and Schopenhauer);7 Freud acknowledges that Sophocles
himself introduces male fantasies of maternal incest into his story of
Oedipus (quoting Jocasta’s lines ‘Many a man ere now in dreams hath
lain / With her who bare him’).8 Psychoanalysis has been identified as
a ‘true child of literature’, and Edith Kurzweil cites a tradition of a
‘coupling of literature and psychoanalysis’ going back to Freud.9 In
1914, in a review of Brill’s translation of The Psychology of Everyday
Life, Leonard Woolf promoted a reading of the Freudian text as litera-
ture; the result, according to Elizabeth Abel, was that ‘the
characterization of psychoanalysis as a literary rather than a scientific
discourse became a leitmotiv in England’.10

Steven Marcus calls the relation between psychoanalysis and narra-
tive writing ‘an ancient and venerable one’,11 and Freud himself stated
in Studies on Hysteria that ‘it still strikes myself as strange that the case
histories I write should read like short stories’.12 As Marcus then
deduces, ‘On this reading, human life is, ideally, a connected and
coherent story, with all the details in explanatory place, and with every-
thing [. . .] accounted for, in its proper causal or other sequence. And
inversely, illness amounts at least in part to suffering from an incoher-
ent story or an inadequate narrative account of oneself’ (p. 61). There
is an obvious modernist challenge to this kind of coherence; my theory
is that Ford’s autobiography both makes this challenge (through its
prosaic rendering of multiplicity and fragmentation) and also emerges
from an implicit understanding of the ideal function of narrative as
described by Marcus. Ford is looking for a coherent story, an explana-
tory narrative for himself, as subject, in a rapidly altering world. (As a
secondary process, he also searches for a complete narrative for his
children.) Writing to his wife during a German cure for his 1904 break-
down, he analyses himself: ‘I have the feeling that if I could be back
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with you my troubles would vanish, but alas they probably would not
being deep within my nature’.13 He establishes another curative
method, one more attuned to the depths of his troubles, by writing
about them. This theory, of the combined modernist challenge and
belief in the ideal function of narrative found in Ancient Lights, will be
expanded upon as I examine events of Ford’s own life, and his time, in
this book. But the motivation for Ancient Lights remains fragmentation,
Ford’s catalytic experience of spaces opening up between the past and
the present. Marcus, in his understanding of Freud as a modernist
writer, indicates the impossibility of such a writer ever knowing all –
whether one’s subject is one’s patient, one’s character or oneself.
Marcus writes of Freud as ‘like some “unreliable narrator” in
modernist fiction’ who ‘pauses at regular intervals to remind the reader
of this case history [Dora] that “my insight into the complex of events
composing it [has] remained fragmentary”, that his understanding of
it remains in some essential sense permanently occluded’ (p. 55). In
addition, as a writer of short stories rather than novels (the former
appropriate to the modernist era, the latter the high Victorian genre),
Freud would have to release his characters into a future which he
cannot know.14 Ford also acknowledges this necessity at the end of his
short novel, A Call.15 Certain kinds of knowledge must remain hidden
from view.

Foucault takes issue with what he terms the modern ‘Repressive
Hypothesis’ (arguing that Victorian sexual behaviour was not as
‘restrained’, ‘mute’ and needful of excavation as has been assumed).
And yet, ‘medicine, psychiatry and psychology’ are disciplines defined
by him as instigators of diversification.16 Fragmentation is part of the
heightening of consciousness (perhaps due to the sense of what
remains unknown): knowledge, scientific and psychological, refracts.
By the time of Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle (1923), Childs states,
relativity was ‘widely and excitedly debated in artistic circles as . . . the
scientific backing for modernist fiction . . . in its use of perspective,
unreliability, anti-absolutism, instability’ (Childs, p. 66).17 Writing, in
as far as it disseminates knowledge, refracts too. Ford returns to the
incident of the Barbary doves (see Chapter 5 for a full analysis) many
times in his writing career, retelling it, always furnishing his reader
with new information, with new parts of the memory. It is never
complete, never known. In a way it is always unstable. Wayne C. Booth
urges us to ‘remind ourselves that any sustained inside view, of what-
ever depth, temporarily turns the character whose mind is shown into
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a narrator’,18 suggesting that a side-effect of the inside view is frag-
mentation and simultaneous multiplication of the point of view. It is a
view of which Ford is very fond, and which results partly in the produc-
tion of such unreliable narrators as Dowell. In the writing of
autobiography it becomes a more confusing issue. Ford is writing the
processes of his memory, establishing a multiplicity of narrative
personae: Ford as narrator, Ford as implied author, Ford as subject,
Ford as child. Reading his text in the way I have done can reveal
another: his unconscious narrative persona.

The boundary between fiction and autobiography has already
become conflated. Ford did also misrepresent some of the facts of his
life in prose, and whilst telling stories – some of these ‘untruths’ will be
detailed as I proceed. Yet the anti-modernist idea of one objective truth
or reality is reductive as well as outdated and won’t have much place
here; Ford’s psychology, as well as his position in history, his subject
matter, his choice of narrative technique, and his appetite for autobi-
ography, contributed towards his specific insight of multiplying,
fragmenting, levels of knowledge.19

Ford’s psychology

Ford’s first serious nervous breakdown occurred in 1904. The three or
four months at the beginning of 1904 were, as Ford said, ‘the most
terrible period of Conrad’s life, and of the writer’s’.20 In May it was
decided that he should go to Germany, ‘the usual recourse at this time
for anyone with nervous troubles’ (Mizener, p. 93).21 He suffered
particularly from agoraphobia and anxiety about things at home (he
was, after all, a ‘homo duplex’22), and when he was moved from
Boppard to Basel in October for further treatment he suffered his worst
breakdown. Saunders analyses Ford’s agoraphobia as a ‘metaphorical
repetition of a scene’ (Saunders I, p. 186). The scene is that of being
overshadowed when a child by the Victorian Great Figures (Turgenev,
Rossetti, Swinburne amongst them), an intensely visual scene that
recurs throughout his autobiography (for Virginia Woolf, too, there
was a strongly visual component to mental collapse23). It was the imag-
ined sight of an ‘Implacable Face’ that precipitated his second major
breakdown in 1911; Ford’s ability as an ‘halluciné’, one that extended
into his often intensely visual prose, was at times a crippling one.
Ancient Lights was published in this year, and it is a text in which
the Victorian Great Figures make many appearances. Saunders also
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describes Ladies Whose Bright Eyes, Ford’s novel of the period, as a Pre-
Raphaelite pastiche, an attempt to ‘re-imagine the medieval past
Madox Brown and Rossetti painted’ (I, p. 324), thus bringing those
Great Figures to life. 

Ford’s visions could be described as further disturbing examples of
those ‘eidetic images’ discussed in the Introduction; their impact was
unmediated by his doctors. His ‘treatment’ – cold baths, teeth pulling,
soda-water douches, pork-and-ice-cream diets – at Kurabstalt and
Mammern at Boppard, and the Marienberg Kaltwasser at Basel, was
ineffective. Ford described the Kaltwasser as ‘the most horrible of all
the monstrous institutions’ that had tortured him yet, perhaps because
of the German doctors’ insistence that his disease was sexual in origin
(Mizener, p. 100). Kraepelin’s classification of psychological disease
was in the ascendant at this time in Germany, and Ford would not have
experienced much subtlety at the doctors’ hands.24 His sufferings
poisoned his mind against mental specialists in general, including
psychoanalysts. The intellectual dissemination of Freud’s therapeutic
ideas, based on the power of words, amongst Ford’s contemporaries
and some of his friends had not filtered to the practical level at which
he could benefit from them (even the British Society for the Study of
Sex and Psychology was not formed until 191425). Psychoanalysis was
born out of the failure of the hydropathic institutions (Freud had ‘little
faith’ in hydropathy26); it sprang from the need to bring help to
neurotic patients who had found no relief through rest-cures through
the arts of hydropathy or through electricity.27 Ford knew that the root
of his problems lay deep within his nature; he intuited that he needed
to bring it out. This he has shown in his reconstruction of these trau-
matic memories in narrative. He was to be restricted to these attempts
at ‘self-analysis’, for in his treatment he received no analysis.

In terms of contemporary medicine this was not surprising.28

However, many commentators indicate a formative cultural status for
Freud’s theories.29 This status (Dorothy Richardson commented on a
whole atmosphere of ‘Freudianity’ by 191830), added to the equating of
its methods with narrative, is what makes psychoanalytic theory a crit-
ical tool in the progress of this study. Such theory ‘became in late
Victorian and Edwardian times the liberating movement in science’,
writes Hynes, as he begins to establish his argument for its partial func-
tion as a new faith.31 He posits the theory that the recruitment of
Frederick Myers to the banner of Freudianism was less to do with a
professional dedication than with a personal quest for a replacement
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system of belief.32 Myers wanted, Hynes states unequivocally, to fill the
gap left when Darwinism deprived him of his Christianity. Carl Jung,
who collaborated with Freud in his early work,33 assesses this depriva-
tion as a far more extensive problem of generic ‘man’, who ‘today is
painfully aware of the fact that neither his great religions nor his
various philosophies seem to provide him with the “security” he needs
in face of the present condition of the world’.34 This ‘condition’, bred
of increasing doubt and awareness of surrounding and increasing exis-
tential gaps, gradually intensified throughout the Edwardian period.

The pre-war condition

C. F. G. Masterman wrote the following words in 1905:

Here is a civilisation becoming ever more divorced from Nature and the
ancient sanities, protesting through its literature a kind of cosmic weari-
ness [. . .]. Faith in the invisible seems dying, and faith in the visible is
proving inadequate to the hunger of the soul [. . .]. And I think I am not
alone in longing for a time when literature will once more be concerned
with life, and politics with the welfare of the people: and religion will fall
back again upon reality: and pity and laughter return into the common
ways of men.35

Masterman was a great friend of Ford’s.36 He also knew and worked
with Frederick Myers at Cambridge.37 His elegy here concerns the
movement away from ancient wisdoms and sanities, unconscious
certainties that provided a framework for living as revealed in the liter-
ature of the day. This disappearance of ancient sanities is what Jung
would term the loss of the primitive psyche, which he compares with
the loss of childhood memory – what Ford is recovering in Ancient
Lights. Freud too resorts to similar vocabulary when he terms
psychotherapy the ‘most ancient form of therapy in medicine’ in an
attempt to silence his modern detractors.38 It is a talking cure, one that
is also written. In his autobiography Ford sought out his ‘spiritual
heredity’, his past, in order to give himself, unconsciously, and his chil-
dren, consciously, a more whole, and therefore stronger, chance at life.
The cure he finds seems to be to go back, at least to sites of conscious
memory.39 Adam Phillips highlights the common sense of this
approach: ‘Despite the new kind of resolute suspicion that Freud’s
work creates about autobiographical narrative – the suggestion that we
trust the untold tale, not the teller – psychoanalysis is clearly akin to
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autobiography in the sense that it involves a self-telling, and the belief
that there is nowhere else to go but the past for the story of our lives’.40

It is of note that he uses the word ‘belief’ – the past can be a provider
of faith. Ford’s work does go back, but he does not only find the stuff
of fiction/autobiography in his own past; many historical periods fuel
his writing. Such writing combats the loss of ‘ancient sanities’, as well
as revealing the effects of their absence.

The need to make whole what is fragmenting is implicit in
Masterman’s words: restore wisdom to its roots, imagination to faith,
compassion to politics, reality to literature, a knowledge of joy and
sadness to life. The divorce of such pairings, as well as the fear of immi-
nent and active change, can be seen to make itself felt in the paranoid
contemporary obsession with invasion. From 1900 to 1914 there were
‘as many books and pamphlets’ published on this issue ‘as during the
previous thirty years’. This fear of invasion has obvious political, as well
as metaphorical and literal, manifestations. Concerning the political
contribution to the atmosphere, Hynes has suggested that ‘England’s
relation to Europe changed during the Edwardian years, and that
change is probably the most important of all the transformations that
took place in England before the war. It was a change that was vigor-
ously resisted by the conservative forces of society, for whom Europe
was an infection and isolation was splendid’.41 I would contend that it
is difficult to describe as ‘most important’ any of the categories of
change in this era, primarily due to the complexity of the interweaving,
of politics, say, and literature or psychology. But political language and
consciousness of the issues surrounding invasion informed the
language and concepts used in the literal spheres more relevant to the
current discussion. One was necessary to the other. What I want to do
at this point is begin to explore the contemporary imagery of the self as
under siege; the upsurge in national bellicosity was precipitated by the
rising apprehension of far more personal fragmentation.42 Daniel Pick
isolates one particularly effective issue, transformed into metaphor: the
turn of the century project for a Channel tunnel. Predictable fears of
war and conquest are remarked upon, but Pick talks of the more subtle
dreads that the possibility of a tunnel evoked: ‘miscegenation, degener-
ation, sexual violation’.43 The overt sexual imagery of the tunnel at
some level awakens, and comes to symbolise, the fear that the sexual
safety and sexual purity (and as a result sexual complacency) of the
time would be challenged.

Peter Gay’s writing of the end of the Victorian era concentrates on
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purely personal geography, in contrast to Pick’s approach. ‘All cultures
[. . .] place boundaries around the passions’, he suggests; ‘they
construct powerful defences against murder and incest, to say nothing
of derivative transgressions’.44 But, as he shows in his analysis, the
personal map is being forced to change: what before was uncharted
territory is now being talked about, by scientists, analysts and psychol-
ogists, and simultaneously, novelists such as Ford Madox Ford. H. G.
Wells’s sexual radicalism, in fiction and in fact, was only ‘one stream’,
according to Cate Haste, ‘in a current of dissent from respectability,
convention and established principles of social order which, by the
turn of the century, was building up to a sense of crisis’.45 Grimshaw,
in Sloane Square (see Chapter 3), and Tietjens, at war (see Chapter 4),
each illustrate aspects of the boundary shift.

That neurasthenia came from society, not the trenches, has been well
documented, not least by Freud himself, who diagnosed ‘nervousness
(neurasthenia or hysteria)’ as seen in patients from 1905. The British
psychiatrist Forbes Winslow credited spiritualism with being one of the
‘principal causes of the increase in insanity in England’ in 1877.46 This
understanding is sometimes confused by the analysis of the pre-war
years by writers such as Paul Fussell and Geoff Dyer, who do not always
appreciate the fact that ‘though the war dramatized and speeded the
changes from Victorian to modern England, it did not make them’.47

The Edwardian era had within it the seeds of its own destruction, a fact
that Dyer denotes by his language if not by his material in the follow-
ing extract. In this passage he is challenging the inherited notion of the
pre-war years as paradise destroyed. ‘Things were, of course,’ he begins,

less settled than the habitual view of pre-August 1914 tempts us to
believe. For many contemporary observers the war tainted the past,
revealing and making explicit a violence that had been latent in the
preceding peace. Eighty years on, this sense of crouched and gathering
violence has been all but totally filtered out of our perception of the pre-
war period. Militant suffragettes, class unrest, strikes, Ireland teetering on
the brink of civil war – all are shaded and softened by the long, elegiaic
shadows cast by the war.48

This brooding sense of violence must be invested with its original
power, for, even in wartime, Ford could write of the ‘immense public
convulsion’ that overwhelmed the people of Ireland in July 1914.49

Political facts make this reinvestment a necessity, for between
January and July 1914 there were 937 strikes in various areas of British
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industry. The parliamentary situation was such that this could occur,
for in 1912, writes George Dangerfield, ‘the Tories decided that a
Parliament controlled by a Liberal majority was a bad thing. Everything
they did in the next two years was aimed [. . .] against the very existence
of Parliament itself [. . .] [the Tories] set out to wreck the Constitution,
and they very nearly succeeded’.50 Such sabotage of a Liberal legislative
programme was not unprecedented, as Cannadine points out,51 and
Wilson states of the general political picture that ‘all the forms of
upheaval that were reputedly racking British society in 1914 had devel-
oped in the previous five or six years’.52 Despite the pertinence of these
political facts, Dangerfield’s analysis is persuasive, particularly in its
attention to the psychological mood of 1912–14. He attributes the
extent of the action undertaken by the suffragettes to ‘the unconscious
desires of all Englishwomen’, suggesting that their challenge to the
status quo was compounded by the militancy it made possible: a mili-
tancy initially generated by the unconscious. (Interestingly, some
prominent pre-war suffragettes took up the cause of the National
Vigilance Association; Christobel Pankhurst adopted the slogan, ‘Votes
for women, chastity for men’. A second generation of feminists – like
Rebecca West, Wells’s lover and friend to Ford – were more frank
about their desire for sex.53) Dangerfield believes that this state of
affairs also pertains to men, for the ‘vagaries of pre-war English politi-
cians’ are also traced, in part, to ‘irrational and unconscious’ motives.54

With the increasing apprehension at the quest for new power for
women, the working classes, religious minorities, as the old systems
collapsed, a concurrent suspicion was that the power of sexuality was
coming to assert itself: certainly the growth of sexology and the rise of
the ‘new woman’ were related. Dyer’s words ‘latent’, ‘crouched’ and
‘gathering’ conjure up Henry James’s ‘beast in the jungle’, sexual
knowledge of self that will spring up and out, probably violently.
Instinct has been sublimated to civilisation: as civilisation is shocked
and changes, instinct begins to gain expression.

Freud, in his professional and authorial role, was at least emblematic
of modernism. He reflects it: ‘given the turbulence of modernity,
Freud’s social thought is an accurate reflection of the open, contingent
and fragmented world in which we live’; and he could be said to insti-
gate aspects of it, calling ‘psychological research’ (particularly the
branch he instigated perhaps) ‘the third and most wounding blow to
the human megalomaniac’.55 (The two previous blows, less grievous in
Freud’s opinion, were those instigated by Copernicus and Darwin.) In
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the relentless questioning of gaps lay the enforced recognition of what
had been denied to the self, by the self. And it is in Freud’s role as
narrator of the human narrative, as writer, that this becomes most
apparent.56 Marcus traces Freud’s culturally significant development to
its culmination in his role as ‘writer and humanist’, when he became
‘one of the paramount figures in the impulsion behind and the move-
ment of the Western world into its decisive phase of twentieth-century
modernity’.57 Freud wielded catalytic knowledge. As well as being
liberating, the relentlessness was also deeply disturbing. This confusing
mixture of liberation and defensiveness, latency and awareness,
exploded into the arena of the First World War, finding in it the perfect
expression and concentration of itself – when for many the gaps in the
personal narrative were forced home.58 But this isn’t only about shell-
shock. ‘Husbands, sons, fathers were missing. Facts were missing.
Everywhere the overwhelming sense was one of lack’, writes Geoff
Dyer, suggesting that some kind of more general cultural narrative is
under attack.59 Jay Winter attests that ‘the history of bereavement was
universal history during and then after the Great War in France, Britain
and Germany’; it was a history made more poignant by the lack of a
body to bury.60 The overwhelming sense was one of lack, but the
factors that make up that sense are more complicated than the death of
so many. They combine to inform my reading of the experience of the
war as an obvious climax to the period.61 As a metaphorical landscape,
the war reanimated and heightened the fight between knowledge and
ignorance, repression and liberation and opposing psychic manifesta-
tions and needs.

War

Masterman was the junior member of Asquith’s cabinet in 1914 as war
came. He says that his, and the more general, experience of the arrival
of war was most like that of ‘those persons who have walked on the
solid ground and seen slight cracks and fissures appear, and these
enlarge and run together and swell in size hour by hour until yawning
apertures revealed the boiling up beneath them of the earth’s central
fires, destined to sweep away the forest and vineyards of its surface and
all the kindly inhabitants of man’.62 Anybody who knows Ford’s post-
war writing would find it very difficult not to see, feel and hear in
Ford’s talk of ‘abysses of Chaos’ and the ‘frail shelters of the Line’ the
resonance of Masterman’s visually apocalyptic prose.63 Despite what
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has been learned of the instability of the Edwardian years, the shock to
that changing civilisation caused by war was of course profound. What
had been primarily – though by no means entirely – a ‘mood’ of the
time, a subliminal seething gradually finding expression, is now out,
and visible: the map of the Edwardian mind and experience is external
and split between civilised society and the western front.64

War as essentially of its time in the exaggerated and enforced
estrangement of self from self has been commented upon (I return to
this subject in detail in Chapter 4).  Shell-shock deprived men of their
memories, of a complete personal narrative. Ford said that he suffered
from failure of memory for a period after the first battle of the Somme,
with the continuing result that his memory of events, for about a year
after the war, was still extremely uncertain.65 But what of the war in its
less obvious, contradictory, and disturbing role as the potential libera-
tor of repressed instinct? Can its extending geographical map be
informatively linked in this sense to that of the individual? Perhaps the
fight for acquisition of territory can be translated into the psychologi-
cal sphere in the sense of rediscovery of the primitive psyche. In the
way that some writers engage with these questions post-war, this would
seem to be the case.

Gay says of the ‘emergence of an exhilarating ability to enjoy sexual
satisfaction’ during marriage, an emergence that had its roots as far
back as the pre-Edwardian years, that it was ‘a liberating of repudiated
knowledge, a kind of memory’.66 Memory, yes – in Parade’s End
Macmaster describes his passion for his (married) lover like ‘going into
a room that you had long left and never ceased to love’ (I summarise
this text towards the end of Chapter 2).67 The ‘boundaries around the
passions’ are thus being tested in their elasticity, and as they are forced
back room is being found for exhilaration, a word denoting experience
that is uncontrolled. Gay’s subjects, in their discovery, are not breaking
new ground but rather finding that which had been forgotten, or more
accurately, repressed. Freud’s and Jung’s theories would ascribe this
discovery to the accessing of a more primitive nature. Freud states that
‘Primitive men [. . .] are uninhibited: thought passes directly into
action [. . .]. And that is why [. . .] I think [. . .] it may safely be assumed
that “in the beginning was the Deed”’.68 Through sex, in this manner,
as well as in others that will be considered, the ‘Hamlet’ of incapacity
could be challenged.69 This critical inability to act, with which Ford, as
well as others of his generation, laboured and fought, could also be seen
to attain its height in the enforced passivity of the trenches. But
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concentration for the moment remains with the reinstitution of the
power of the sex drive, a return to some of the ‘ancient sanities’ as a
possible example of the restitution of the personal narrative to be
found amid the fragmentation engendered by war.

In a chapter entitled ‘Soldier Boys’, Paul Fussell allies the sexual
immaturity of the young recruits with their ability to experience sexual
release during war. This is an issue that, as he admits, is controversial.
‘Some relations between warfare and sexuality are [. . .] private and
secret’, he states, but goes on to reveal that there are ‘numerous testi-
monies associating masturbation and exhibitionism with the fears and
excitements of infantry fighting’.70 This heightened awareness of the
physicality of the self is what Frederic Manning testifies to, as a result
of the ‘extraordinary veracity in war, which strips a man of every
conventional covering that he has, and leaves him to face a fact as
naked and as inexorable as himself’.71 War is a truth seeker then, a layer
bare of facts that deprives men of their habitual clothing. Later in his
novel Manning develops the sexual content of this idea, for Bourne is
displayed in the blessed and the horrific presence of action: ‘flounder-
ing in the viscous mud, [Bourne] was at once the most abject and the
most exalted of God’s creatures. The effort and the rage in him [. . .]
made him pant and sob, but there was some strange intoxication of joy
in it, and again all his mind seemed focused into one hard bright point
of action. The extremities of pain and pleasure had met and coincided
too’.72 Manning’s reader may infer a sexual source to this intense
current of energy – the language seems to demand it – but there is no
doubt as to the possibilities for catharsis in the event. The gratitude for
necessary release, for action, becomes plain, and Fussell’s later section,
‘The Theatre of War’, is reminiscent of Freud’s thoughts on the subject.
Freud recognises the human need for a world in ‘fiction, in theatre, and
in literature’ that provides ‘compensation for what has been lost in life’.
In this world, Freud avers, ‘we still find people who know how to die –
who, indeed, even manage to kill someone else’ – an explanation,
perhaps, for Winter’s view of a cultural tendency to ‘“cinematic”
reduction of human suffering to the status of a performance during the
war’.73 Freud’s word ‘still’ invokes the spirit of a time which sanctioned
the less neurotic release of instinctual drives. Fussell develops Freud’s
image, stating that ‘seeing warfare as theatre provides a psychic escape
for the participant: with a sufficient sense of theatre, he can perform his
duties without implicating his ‘real’ self and without impairing his
innermost conviction that the world is still a rational place’.74
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Freud writes on the experience of the closeness of death in war as a
unification of the civilised man with the primitive urge to kill – now he
can, and with impunity. The two forms of release (sexual and violently
physical) are linked. In war, the ‘final extension of the commandment
[“Thou shalt not kill”] is no longer experienced by civilized man’, says
Freud, and modern man is thus allying himself much more closely with
primeval man.75 Manning expresses his study of his comrades in such
terms, for ‘men had reverted to a more primitive stage in their devel-
opment, and had become nocturnal beasts of prey, hunting each other
in packs’.76 Manning isn’t alone in his analysis; for Henri Barbusse, to
be ‘more wild, more primitive’ is to be ‘more human’. Peter Conrad
suggests that ‘war released the energies which the new physics had
shown to be caged inside matter’, whilst Niall Ferguson, citing Freud
and the return to the ‘primal man’, raises the possibility that ‘men kept
fighting because they wanted to’.77 Did men thus rediscover some
ancient sanities in war? Were they in some horrific way thus more
psychologically healthy? It is just this kind of hypothesis with which
Daniel Pick has taken issue. He says in his introduction to War
Machine that ‘the writers I discuss are men, and often men for whom
war evidently raises troubling questions of sexuality and gender, even
though, at the same time, war is frequently said to resolve them’.78 He
asks critics to be wary of attributing a healing, relieving, power to war.

In some respects this healing does occur, and does so in Ford’s
wartime character of Christopher Tietjens. As explored in my fourth
chapter, Tietjens is a sexually repressed and physically unaware man
who is forced to extend himself, through the agency of war, in the most
painful ways. And yet, in many other respects, of course, men were not
more psychologically healthy; they did not always achieve, as did
Tietjens, some final unification or incorporation of their new knowl-
edge, of what they had seen. Such suffering was not due to the failed
maintenance of a specific split in the psyche between the rational self
and the self as actor in a theatre – the success of which, according to
Fussell, would have resulted in ‘psychic escape’ – but to the abiding
power of civilisation. It is expressed time and again through the
medium of sight.

The power of civilisation is such that it prevents any ameliorative
effect (however small when compared with the overwhelming destruc-
tion) being experienced due to the restoration of primitive drives. Any
release that a soldier has felt must then be translated back into the
civilised discourse of the time. Having had to rediscover their primitive
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urge to kill, the men were then hauled back to an old life that they could
no longer inhabit with ease. An existential gap that could have been
filled by a reunification of man with repressed urges is, rather, empha-
sised; the lack is felt more strongly as the men go home. Dyer writes
that

soldiers returned from this zone of obliteration [the western front] to an
England virtually untouched by war. The Second World War left London
and other cities cratered and ravaged by the Blitz. After the Great War the
architecture and landscape of England were unchanged except, here and
there, for relatively slight damage from air raids. Apart from the injured,
there was no sign of a war having taken place.79

What the soldiers who were returning lacked was an external and recip-
rocal echo of that which they had seen and done and felt. They could
see nothing around them on their coming home that answered or
balanced what they had experienced in France. They had been changed,
irreparably. Where was the subsequent change in their external land-
scape? It was not there.80 The civilian population was a significant part
of this problem.

Ford goes so far as to redraw the battle lines in his written analysis:
‘more formidable than the frailness of the habitations was the attitude
of the natives. We who returned were like wanderers coming back to
our own shores to find our settlements occupied by a vindictive and
savage tribe’. The lack of shelter, the lack of mental succour to be found
on the return, was experienced as a paranoid perception of a new
enemy – Ford does say that every one who had fought ‘was then mad’.81

Was it paranoid? Allyson Booth suggests that it was a normal response
to ‘the fracture between combatant experience and civilian perception
of the war [that] was so profound that the idea of a homecoming
became impossible’.82 Her research in the diaries, memoirs and novels
of many veterans has revealed that ‘one of the most devastating conse-
quences of fighting the war was combatants’ discovery that the concept
of home no longer existed as a geographical site’. One possible response
was to ‘abandon geography as the delineator of loyalty, replacing it
with shared experience’, hence emphasising the alienation between the
two ‘tribes’ (pp. 31–2). Whatever the response, those who had not
fought emphasised by their ignorance the cognitive abyss in the ex-
soldiers, men who already had such difficulty equating what they had
done and seen with the language they had for expressing it. This
conflict – due also to what many of the veterans now looked like, for
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how were civilians to respond to the often horrific disfigurements with
which they were faced?83 – is like a new attack. Soldiers’ new experi-
ences, their new understanding, their additional primeval
consciousness – a description encouraged by Ford’s primal vocabulary
of conquest, geographical and psychological – went unaffirmed by
those who had waited. The gaps, the sense of fragmentation, were now,
therefore, more powerful than ever.

In Henri Barbusse’s novel Le Feu [Under Fire], a French soldier who
is returning home on leave merges geographical and psychological
approaches to landscape. His thought processes re-evoke the talk of
maps, ‘zones of obliteration’ and the forgotten past, all of which affect
the psyche deeply and are so appropriate to the time. Eudore is on a
train: ‘As we drew near in the dusk, through the carriage window of the
little railway that still keeps going down there on some fag-ends of line,
I recognised half the country, and the other half I didn’t. Here and
there I got the sense of it, all at once, and it came back all fresh to me,
and melted away again, just as if it was talking to me’.84 In this
Wordsworthian image of the landscape of the mind, what is external
really does inform that which is experienced internally. Eudore’s semi-
recognition of that which has always been the most familiar to him, his
geographical location, is used to display his bewilderment at his
strangeness from himself (he is unlike Dowell, who has never been able
to root himself in this way). What used to fix Eudore, to remind him
where he was, functions as such no longer – and he knows it has gone,
he feels the lack, for fleetingly, every so often, a sense of the whole
returns. He has become a modern Dipsychus, held in this position by
an inability to recognise more than half of the landscape, internal
and external, at any one time. His narrative is his illustration of this
inability.

Fragmented psyches, a literature that expresses the crumbling faith
in ancient wisdoms and exposes the splintering self, a war which is
partly a climax to the dissolution of the sense of self, have been the
matter of this chapter. Such considerations, as precipitately displayed
in the novels of Ford Madox Ford, will be some of the matter of this
book. The time was in many ways in crisis, and that crisis is expressed
nowhere more than in the literature of that time, whether it be that of
a novelist, of a politician or of a psychoanalyst. And maybe, as this is so,
it is due to what Paul Michel, insane and brilliant author in the novel
Hallucinating Foucault, formulates as a statement of belief: ‘“All writers
are, somewhere or other, mad. Not les grands fous, like Rimbaud, but
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mad, yes mad. Because we do not believe in the stability of reality. We
know that it can fragment, like a sheet of glass or a car’s windscreen”.’85

This visionary, prophetic knowledge – a modernist knowledge –
persuades the writer to perceive, to sense and to expect instability.
Fragmentations of reality, and the ways in which they are represented
in Ford’s novels, are the subject of the following chapter. His writing of
his autobiography has been seen to be emblematic of the period in
some ways: the attempt to come to terms with existential gaps which he
believed were appearing in his memory, in his sense of himself; the
feeling of fear, of certainties being lost; the need to tell his story, to
write, to define himself are all mirrored by cultural and political events.
Can the same be said for his fiction? This question will now be
addressed.
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