
                          

This electronic thesis or dissertation has been
downloaded from Explore Bristol Research,
http://research-information.bristol.ac.uk

Author:
Hurcombe, Martin John

Title:
Forming the modern mind : a reappraisal of the French combat novel of World War
One.

General rights
Access to the thesis is subject to the Creative Commons Attribution - NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 International Public License.   A
copy of this may be found at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode  This license sets out your rights and the
restrictions that apply to your access to the thesis so it is important you read this before proceeding.

Take down policy
Some pages of this thesis may have been removed for copyright restrictions prior to having it been deposited in Explore Bristol Research.
However, if you have discovered material within the thesis that you consider to be unlawful e.g. breaches of copyright (either yours or that of
a third party) or any other law, including but not limited to those relating to patent, trademark, confidentiality, data protection, obscenity,
defamation, libel, then please contact collections-metadata@bristol.ac.uk and include the following information in your message:

•	Your contact details
•	Bibliographic details for the item, including a URL
•	An outline nature of the complaint

Your claim will be investigated and, where appropriate, the item in question will be removed from public view as soon as possible.



FORMING THE MODERN MIND: 
A REAPPRAISAL OF THE FRENCH COMBAT NOVEL OF 

WORLD WAR ONE 

Martin John Hurcombe 

A dissertation submitted to the University of Bristol in accordance with the requirements 
of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the Faculty of Arts. 
Department of French, University of Bristol, February 2000. 

Word Count: 80,863 



ABSTRACT 

Many have considered the French combat novel as a genre apart, limited to its moment 
of production, or as the continuation of late nineteenth-century systems of thought. In 
this way, the anti-war novel's depiction of the horrors of combat are readily associated 
by some with the Naturalist novel, while the works of many nationalist combat novelists 
are considered, both in respect of their style and ideology, to be much in the tradition of 
the works of Maurice Barres. By contrast, this thesis considers the combat novel to be a 
defining moment in the development of the early twentieth-century French novel. 
Examining the genre in Bakhtinian terms of novelistic development, it acknowledges the 
genre's continued ties with pre-war thinking, but also those that link the genre to the 
committed and existential novels of the inter-war years and, more generally, to a 
primarily modernist understanding of humanity's place in the world. This thesis 
considers the combat novel as a bridge between the essentialist universe of the late 
nineteenth century and the existential perceptions that characterise the early twentieth 
century, embodying in its polemic, whether nationalist or pacifist, a response to the 
absurd. In this perception of the absurd, and in its recourse to political commitment in 
order to offset this perception, the genre possesses a paradigmatic significance for the 
committed novel of the 1930s and 1940s where engagement with the world counters a 
widespread sense of humanity's contingency in relation to the world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis aims to examine a corpus of French First-World-War combat novels 

written by authors serving on the Western Front and, for the most part, originally 

conceived and drafted in the trenches. These works were published during the war or 
in its immediate aftermath and were composed by writers as ideologically diverse as 
Henri Barbusse and Henry de Montherlant. 1 While other studies have been more 
inclusive, examining those novels written by combatant and non-combatant alike, 

this study aims to return to works published when the effects of war were still 

immediate to both writer and reader since it is these novels that best reflect the 

growing awareness on the part of French novelists of their historicite. One can talk 

of this group as a generation of writers, since they share the three principal qualities 

that mark a generation, as defined by Pierre Astier; that is to say, they are linked by 

their approximate contemporaneity, by a shared historical experience that has helped 

shape their life, and by the reflection of this in their writings, irrespective of the 

ideological conclusions that they might draw from it. 2 

It will be our assertion that the French combat novel represents a defining 

moment in the twentieth-century French novel, acting as the bridge between the 

essentialism of the late nineteenth-century novel and the existential realisations of 

the early twentieth-century novel. In this way, the combat novel is neither a complete 

rupture with previous forms, nor an inappropriate continuation of these forms. As 

Jay Winter has established, the First World War does not create a chasm between 

pre-war traditions and modernity, nor does the artistic world divide itself neatly into 

two opposing camps of traditionalists and modernists, since 'to array the past in such 

a way is to invite distortion by losing a sense of its messiness, its non-linearity, its 

vigorous and stubbornly visible incompatibilities'. 3 Indeed, certain historical changes 

brought about by the First World War have their origins in smaller scale events of 

nineteenth-century France; hence, the massacre of civilians during the advance of the 

German army through Belgium is anticipated by the treatment of francs-tireurs and 

the civilians of Bazeilles during the Franco-Prussian war. The making public of all 

private life that Paul Nizan associated with August 1914 is also prefigured to a lesser 

extent by the Dreyfus Affair. 4 
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Many studies of the French novel of the twentieth century tend to neglect the 

combat novel, relegating its significance to its moment of publication, seeing in it 

the persistence of pre-war thinking, or simply considering it as a genre apart. Thus 

Jean-Paul Sartre is able to boast of the novelty of existential litterature engagee. - 
We propose to consider the French combat novel within the broader context of 

novelistic development throughout the first half of the twentieth century. In this way 

we intend to examine its links with the nineteenth-century novel, in particular with 

the Naturalist and nationalist novel, and how these are modified by the novelist's 

experience of war. From this it will emerge that nineteenth-century essentialism is 

undermined by a growing awareness of the absurd that permeates both the anti-war 

and the nationalist combat novel. Using Mikhail Bakhtin's theories of novelistic 
development, expressed primarily in The Dialogic Imagination and Problems of 
Dostoevsky's Poetics, it becomes clear that, while the combat novel does not 

radically reject nineteenth-century form and preoccupations, it re-evaluates them. 

Thus, as Bakhtin suggests, it is through such a re-evaluation that the novel as a genre 

progresses, since: 'A genre lives in the present, but always remembers its past, its 

beginning'. 6 Thus begins a dialogue between the old language and ideas of 
Naturalism and nationalism and the nascent historic reality of world war, a dialogue 

from which emerges a verbal core found in the description of the war. This verbal 

core, common to all, yet varying in each novel, supplies the problematic and the 

vocabulary of the early twentieth-century novel through its depiction of warfare and, 

by extension, of modern history, as an absurd and alienating process. It is this 

realisation that the polemic and the dominant ideology of individual novels must 

counteract. The resultant tension between the absurd and commitment informs much 

of early twentieth-century French literature. 

In order to achieve this, we will not consider the combat novel as isolated, or 

as referring only to its immediate socio-historic moment. As we have suggested, our 

interest lies in extending its significance beyond the war and, more particularly, to 

the committed novels of the 1930s and 1940s. We will not examine novels 

individually, as Jean-Norton Cru does in the first analysis of the genre in Temoins. 

and as Maurice Rieuneau does in Guerre et revolution dans le roman francais. 

Neither shall we contrast individual texts that share a polemical or ideological 
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response to the war, as John Cruickshank has done in Variations on Catastrophe. 

While these approaches are essential to the reading of individual novels, they do not 

provide a detailed investigation of the impact of the genre upon the novel itself, nor 
its role in the formation of what we shall term the modern mind. 7 Rather we propose 

to examine the combat novel as a genre and, initially, irrespective of individual 

ideologies. Leon Riegel has attempted a thematic examination of the genre in Guerre 

et litterature, but maintains a distinction between the anti-war novel's depiction of 

the war and that of the nationalist novel. Similarly, Luc Rasson's Ecrire contre la 

guerre deals specifically with the issues of pacifism in the novel. The approach of 

this thesis differs in that the themes and motifs that we elicit from the genre as a 

whole are perceived to be characteristic of singularly modernist realisations and 

reactions, extending beyond the given historic moment which gave rise to them, to 

inform much of the thinking behind the committed novel of the inter-war years 

where commitment emerges in response to the absurd. 

Some have already seen in the combat novel genre an early novelistic 

realisation of the absurd. Janet Pictaggio's thesis perceives in respect to the 

descriptive techniques of Henri Barbusse's Le Feu 'le debut d'un "shift" ou d'une 

modification existentielle des elements'. 8 Yet Pictaggio does not go beyond the 

individual novel. Robert Meininger's thesis, 'The Theme of the Absurd in the French 

Novel of World War One', examines a large selection of novels, written by 

combatants and non-combatants alike, but discusses each novel individually, failing 

to define the absurd beyond its most general usage; the war is seen as absurd in its 

lack of purpose and progression, its mechanistic destruction, and the alienation of 

combatants. While these are valid points, Meininger does not examine how this 

realisation of the absurd anticipates much absurdist and existential thought in the 

inter-war years, although, like Rieuneau, he concludes by suggesting that the origins 

of commitment lie somewhere in this realisation and subsequent revolt. 9 Our task 

will therefore be to examine the extent of this realisation of the absurd in which we 

perceive a wider awareness of existential realities, and to examine these in respect to 

more precisely defined existential thought to be found in the philosophical works of 

Heidegger, Sartre, and Camus. We will then be able to elaborate on the link between 

existential realisation and commitment in the novel that is suggested by Rieuneau. In 
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this way, this thesis aims to complement much of the work already carried out by 

Cruickshank, Rasson, Riegel, and Rieuneau, but also to establish the full 

significance of the combat novel in French novelistic development in the early 

twentieth century. 

Considering the individual combat novel as a single utterance in the dialogue 

of its generation, or as 'a link in a very complexly organized chain of other 

utterances', ' 0 we shall begin by examining the extent of continuity and change to be 

found in the genre in respect of nineteenth-century French novelistic forms and 

preoccupations. From this it will emerge that the combat novel genre reflects a 

growing sense of the absurd, an awareness of a loss of essence, and of the failure of 

essentialist systems in the trenches of the First World War. This will form the first 

part of the thesis. 

Subsequently, we will undertake an examination of the genre's responses to 

the war and its attempts to discover meaning. Rather than study the individual 

novelist's polemic, we propose to examine the themes and structures of these 

responses as specific models of revolt against the absurd in order to reveal how these 

anticipate the commitment of the novel of the inter-war years. Whilst the voices of 

pre-war thought systems continue to make themselves heard in the combat novel, 

they must compete against those of modernity. In this way, the combat novel is not 

the continuation of the monologic roman a these of the nineteenth century, but, in its 

apposition of the voice of the absurd to the voice of commitment, an embodiment of 

the dialogue that was to mark the culture and thinking of the early twentieth-century 

French mind. If the combat novel fails to establish itself fully as a purely existential 

genre, it nevertheless adumbrates the language of the dialogue that will ensue. In its 

desire to counter the realisation of the absurd through commitment, it reflects a 

fundamental need of the human mind, for, as Frank Kermode writes: 'It is not that 

we are connoisseurs of chaos, but that we are surrounded by it, and equipped for co- 

existence with it only by our fictive powers'. ' Like much modern literature of the 

period, the combat novel is torn between the realisation of the loss of meaning and 

the desire to generate new meaning. 

Rene Pomeau considers that the period 1915-24 reflects a certain immediacy in the novelistic 
portrayal of the First World War. Rene Pomeau, 'Guerre et roman dans 1'entre-deux-guerres' in Revue 
des sciences humaines, Jan-March 1963,77-95 (p. 83). Throughout this thesis full publication details 
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of all works cited will be given initially in endnote form when first reference is made to these. 
Thereafter references will appear as page numbers within the text itself or in endnote form as 
appropriate. 
2 Pierre Astier, Ecrivains francais engages: la generation litteraire de 1930 (Paris: Nouvelles 
Editions Debrasse, 1978), pp. 20-21. 
3 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning (Cambridge: CUP, 1995) p. 5. Similarly, Frank 
Kermode points to the arbitrary way in which we use dates to point to an absolute end. Thus, he 
argues, the cultural events of 1900 (the death of Nietzsche, the publication of Freud's The 
Interpretaion of Dreams and Husserl's Logic) can just as readily lay claim to marking a break with 
nineteenth-century tradition as the historic events of 1914. Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: 
Studies in the Theory of Fiction (New York: OUP, 1967), p. 97. 
4 In a review of Martin du Gard's L'Ete 1914, Paul Nizan considers the outbreak of war to denote a 
clear historical marker: 'Depuis 1914, toute vie est publique. [... ] Personne n'echappe plus au monde, 
la vie privee a cesse d'y etre possible au meme titre que la pensee privee qui mesurait le monde d'un 
seul homme'. Paul Nizan, 'L'Ete 1914 par Roger Martin du Gard' in Pour une nouvelle culture, ed. by 
Susan Suleiman (Paris: Grasset, 1971), pp. 229-34 (p. 231). Yet many are more reluctant to insist on 
such a schism between the old and the modern. Christophe Prochasson and Anne Rasmussen, despite 
the special case that they make for the First World War, suggest that there was a similar, although 
smaller scale making-public of private lives and subsequent commitment of artists during the Dreyfus 
Affair. Christophe Prochasson and Anne Rasmussen, Au nom de la patrie: les intellectuels et la 
premiere guerre mondiale (1910-1919) (Paris: Editions de la Decouverte, 1996), pp. 9-10. 
5 Jean-Paul Sartre, Quest-ce que la litterature? (Paris: Folio, 1996), p. 224. We shall return to this 
point in Chapter One. 
6 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, ed. and trans. by Caryl Emerson (Manchester: 
MUP, 1984), p. 106. 

Thus for Rieuneau 'la vision de la guerre reste personnelle'. Maurice Rieuneau, Guerre et revolution 
dans le roman francais de 1919 ä 1939 (Paris: Klincksieck, 1974), p. 21. Equally, Frank Field 
considers the effect of the war on the careers of individual key writers rather than on the novel as a 
genre. Frank Field, Three French Writers and the Great War: Studies in the Rise of Fascism and 
Communism (Cambridge: CUP, 1975). 
8 Janet Pictaggio, 'Analyse comparative des systemes descriptifs dans Le Feu (Henri Barbusse) et Les 
Croix de bois (Roland Dorgeles)' (unpublished thesis, Middlebury College, 1986), p. 117. 
9 Robert Meininger, 'The Theme of the Absurd in the French Novel of World War One' (unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, University of Nebraska, 1967), p. 222. Also Rieuneau, in his conclusion to 
Guerre et revolution, states of the intellectuals of 1919-1939: 'Selon qu'ils ont la tete positiviste ou 
metaphysique, les ecrivains s'orientent vers l'ideologie politique soit vers la meditation tragique qui 
s'epanouit dans des themes "existentialistes" avant la lettre' (p. 554). 
10 M. M. Bakhtin, 'The Problem of Speech Genres' in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, trans. by 
Vern McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), pp. 60-102 (p. 69). 
11 The Sense of an Ending, p. 64. 
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PART I: THE EXISTENTIAL UNIVERSE 

1 GENERIC CHANGE AND CONTINUITY 

Whilst it is common to consider the First World War in terms of historical and even 

cultural upheaval, if not rupture, the First-World-War combat novel has often been 

considered either as the continuation of pre-war forms and attitudes, or as the 

reflection of one generation's experience of its particular historical moment. Such 

views fail to reflect the complexity and subsequent untidiness of historical and 

cultural changes. There is no clear point at which we can say that the literature of the 

nineteenth century gave way to a literature of the twentieth century. Despite the 

emergence of antagonistic schools of thought, such as Symbolism, nationalism, and 

the Catholic Revival, the misuse of scientific advances in warfare did not in itself' 

signal the end of the positivist spirit; elements of social determinism can still be 

detected in twentieth-century fiction. ' In this chapter we will examine the extent to 

which the French combat novel represents both change from, and continuity with, 

nineteenth-century novelistic forms and preoccupations. 

The combat novel is a potentially difficult genre to categorise in comparison 

to other novelistic genres. This is in part due to the fact that the origins of many 

combat novels lie in the author's war journal and that they were published at a time 

when the carnets de guerre of non-literary combatants elicited much interest. There 

was therefore much competition among writers trying to establish the veracity of 

their own account of the war. At the same time, the literary market was awash with 

accounts, fictional and otherwise, of the war from writers who had made their name 

in pre-war France, such as Maurice Barres, Paul Bourget, and Lucien Descaves. The 

individual combat novel therefore found itself in a world already heavily populated 

by similar, rival, and sometimes antagonistic accounts of its own subject. 

The immediate need to speak of the war frequently led to many combat 

novels reflecting the biographical details of the author's war experience. Further 

complications arise when we consider that many early combat novels, such as 

Barbusse's Le Feu and Pierre Chaine's Les Memoires dun rat, were originally 

serialised in trench journals and were therefore destined to a limited readership. With 
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the end of the war, and often in the hope of emulating the financial success of Le 

Feu, many other combatants sought to publish their experiences either in the form of 

the war journal or of the novel, or, like Georges Duhamel, in a hybrid form that John 

Cruickshank terms souvenirs romances. 2 Subsequent more obviously fictionalised 

and stylised accounts of the war, such as Montherlant's Le Songe, drew heavily on 

the model of the combat novel that first emerged during the war itself and survived 

well into the early 1920s. Eventually the significance of the war was reduced by 

writers, the war itself serving only as a backdrop to more traditional plots, such as in 

Radiguet's Le Diable au corps, before becoming the principal subject of many 

novels of the 1930s and 1940s. 

Yet the conditions of production alluded to above do not preclude the combat 

novel from adopting traditional novelistic practices. The publication of extracts from 

novels is a nineteenth-century tradition that continues today. The need for expression 

that many combatants felt, given the gulf they perceived between the reality of their 

war and that being portrayed in the press and by armchair nationalists, led naturally 

to the novel as the novel was already the dominant genre in France. Equally, the 

novel had lent itself to the portrayal of the sweeping movements of history in the 

nineteenth century and appeared an obvious choice to those wishing to depict 

nascent historical reality. Indeed, for Cecil Jenkins, the very choice of depicting 

one's interaction with historical reality inevitably involves a novelistic structuring 

and interpretation of events: 

By simply stating two different happenings, the writer implies a sense of time and the sense 
of a behavioural pattern; and the sense of behaviour in time [... ] lets in the socio-historical 
and the moral, whether the writer likes it or not. 3 

The novel's content is inevitably both historical and social. 4 

The combat novel can therefore be seen as the continuation of the French 

novelistic tradition of depicting history. To this extent, Claude-Edmonde Magny is 

right to talk of the persistence of the nineteenth century throughout the early years of 

the twentieth century: 'Le XIXe siecle ne se resigne pas volontiers a mourir, ou ä 

passer la main; et les enfants du nouveau siecle, fils trop respectueux, n'auront pas le 

coeur de renier en 1918 les parties les plus oberees de l'heritage paternel'. 5 However, 

it is this association that leads in some to the conclusion that the combat novel is a 
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continuation or exhausted completion of nineteenth-century novelistic forms and 

preoccupations; hence the reputation of Barbusse as the ' "Zola des tranchees" 1.6 For 

Jonathan King, Le Feu is a terminal work of social realism, heralding the end of 

great nineteenth-century documentary realism in its surrender to the visionary and 
the tendentious. 7 Frequently, the anti-war novel was denigrated by critics and public 

alike because of its depiction of the horrors of war. This was readily associated with 
the worst excesses of Naturalism. 8 

One has only to consider the titles of some nationalist combat novels to be 

reminded of the influence of Barres in the pre-war period. Both Adrien Bertrand's 

L'Appel du sol and Raymond Escholier's Le Sel de la terre resonate with the 

overtones of the Barresian culte de la terre et des morts. Yet both present more than 

a mirror image of the war described in Barres's own writings of the period. Indeed, 

as a genre, the combat novel should not be considered purely as the end of a realist, 

Naturalist, or Barresian project. As the First World War is often seen to be one of the 

motivating forces behind artistic, social, and cultural changes throughout early 

twentieth-century Europe, how likely is it that the novel, a genre that draws its 

subject material from historical change, should remain fundamentally untouched by 

the changes it depicts? For Bakhtin, the novel is the genre that most readily adapts 

itself to and reflects socio-historic change, for: 'The novel is the only developing 

genre and therefore it reflects more deeply, more essentially, more sensitively and 

rapidly, reality itself in the process of its unfolding'. 9 More specifically, and as Jean 

Kaempfer suggests, any attempt to write war entails a conflict with the very generic 

material chosen to convey war. 10 It is therefore necessary to undertake a thorough 

examination of those changes and mutations that nineteenth-century forms and 

preoccupations undergo when confronted by the realities of the war in order to 

counter those notions of rupture and ending that have prevented the examination of 

the combat novel genre within French novelistic developments of the twentieth 

century as a whole. 

1.1 The Sense of Transition 

Ironically, while some critics have perceived little originality in the literature of the 

war and the immediate post-war period, the combat novelist is frequently struck by 

the antithesis between the world of the war and that of belle epoque society that he 
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has left behind. Thus, Joseph Jolinon writes: 'On avait le sentiment de passer d'un 

monde ä l'autre'. 'For Alban de Bricoule in Montherlant's Le Songe, the passage to 

the Western Front represents a journey into a world stripped of social artifice: 'Il vit 

qu'un monde etait depasse, qu'un monde etait atteint'. 12 In Pierre Mac Orlan's Les 

Poissons morts, the cataclysmic changes brought about by the war generate a crisis 
in the mind of the belle epoque narrator. War threatens to sweep aside all human 

achievements. The landscape of the trenches represents the encroachment of this 

new and terrifying age on the face of the civilised world, where the sense of historic 

progression felt in society has given way to a return to the prehistoric: 

Le cadre ne peut rappeler que les epoques tourmentees de la prehistoire. [... ] II suffira d'un 
appel telephonique pour dechainer les horreurs de toute cette machinerie latente et faire de 
ce sol de planete en fusion, un enfer assez curieux, seme de geysers putrides et de crateres 
nauseabonds. (pp. 231-32) 

This sense of transition is reinforced by the realisation that the absolutes that 

persisted throughout much of the nineteenth century are threatened, if not 

invalidated, by the war. In Le Songe, Dominique, a nurse, considers the war to have 

created a table rase of moral values, thereby liberating her to pursue her relationship 

with Bricoule: 

"Les regles n'existent plus, le bien nest plus le bien, le mal n'est plus le mal, les usages, les 
illusions, toutes les vieilles assises sont bouleversees, et moi je suis ici, seule, libre, loin des 
miens et de nos lois, et demainje recommencerais teile qu'avant? " (p. 139) 

Similarly, the eponymous hero of Leon Werth's Clavel soldat, considers the 

persistence of determinist thought in positivism and Naturalism to exist only as a 

tool of propaganda legitimising the war. Thus he muses: 'Quelle vilaine odeur de 

classe et de sacristie ont pris ces dechets de Taine, ramasses dans les poubelles'. ' 3 

The narrator therefore attributes to Clavel '1'esprit assez net et sain pour prendre 

immediatement en degoüt toute tentative de creer un ordre artificiel, en ravaudant un 

ordre ancien' (p. 13). The absolutes of the past must be considered with scepticism. 

However, Mac Orlan's evocation of the end of an era and of the passage to a 

new and, in his opinion, horrific era, is also representative of the thinking of many 

combat novelists who, whilst decrying the collapse of civilisation, reveal the 

persistence of nineteenth-century and pre-war thought despite the new realities of the 

war. In the eyes of Mac Orlan, who was educated in an era where the natural world 
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reflected the certainities of the positivist spirit, the landscape of the front is 

offensive: 

Nous dechiffrons un gigantesque tableau cubiste, se deroulant jusqu'au canal dont 1'eau, point 
encore maquillee, offre tout de meme un point de repere oü la raison et 1'education classique 
de 1'oeil peuvent enfin s'arreter. 
Le decor artificiel et ruse semble une image construite par fragments illogiques, comme les 
morceaux d'un puzzle decoupes pour derouter le chercheur sur la forme normale des objets 
qu'il doit reconstituer. (Les Poissons morts, p. 229) 

The combat novel represents both the realisation of change and the desire for 

continuity, perceiving the world to be in a moment of transitional crisis and, in this 

way, it shares the concerns of much modernist literature. Mac Orlan's writing 

represents the realisation that the end is immanent rather than imminent and, 

according to Kermode, this informs the tone of modernist thought: 

Our own epoch is the epoch of nothing positive, only of transition. Since we move from 
transition to transition, we may suppose that we exist in no intelligible relation to the past, 
and no predictable relation to the future. 14 

However, as Kermode's The Sense of an Ending demonstrates, we can only be aware 

of transition through its difference from the past. The writer cannot reflect new 

realities in a newly invented language, a language that no one would comprehend. 
Consequently, the modernist sense of transition 'can only be understood by reference 

to the past' (Ibid., p. 103). There is an essential conflict between the realisation of 

transition and the language in which this realisation is to be expressed. Hence 

Kermode considers a certain nostalgia to be inherent in early twentieth-century 

Modernism reflecting the awareness of transition and a longing for old certainties. 

The combat novel, as a genre, reflects this tension. Regardless of any totalising 

ideology that individual novelists seek to impose on the events of 1914-18, each 

individual novel contains within it the realisation, or the fear, of transition and, as we 

shall later demonstrate, this sense of transition gives rise to a language that is 

existential in resonance. 

Thus, the nationalism of Malherbe's La Flamme au poing has to be heard 

against the strains of the modernist's sense of transition. Malherbe realises only too 

well that this is problematic: 

Qui rendra cet air battu par les sonorites brutales, la clameur prolongee des canons, le 
zezaiement grele des balles [... ], l'echo repete, balance, de 1'obus qui saute par dessus le 
vallon, le vrombissement des moteurs et puis ces harmonies tournoyantes, etouffees, parfois 
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ce court silence mortel, parmi les haletements des hommes qui ont dit adieu ä la vie?... Qui, 
enfin retracera le desordre vibrant et chaotique d'un combat, et tout autour de nous cette fin 
de monde, - ou ce commencement, - ces horreurs originelles? 15 

Malherbe's narrator must seek to impose some order and to establish some distance 

between the chaos of reality and the need for a fictional, ideological system into 

which these events can be placed and comprehended: 'Je ne veux plus ecouter cette 

voix affolee. 11 me faut redire cela calmement, changer la fievre en une vibration 

pathetique, adoucie, transparente' (Ibid., p. 60). 

It is this desire to make sense of the reality of the First World War that 
distinguishes the combat novel from the pure diary form of many carnets de guerre. 

Furthermore, this desire differentiates it from the dominant trends of the late 

nineteenth-century novel, since the theme of transition that we perceive throughout 

the combat novel corpus points to the inability of these forms to survive the war 

entirely unmodified. The relative stability of late nineteenth-century novelistic forms 

is due to the deterministic systems that underlie a large number of these novels. The 

essential connection between past, present, and future that is felt in the novel of the 

period is the direct result of the widespread belief in such systems. These systems in 

turn frame the action of many pre-war novels. Although, more generally, the 

nineteenth-century novel endeavours to depict the historical process, there is a long 

tradition of attempting to do so in retrospect. From La Comedie humaine and Les 

Rougon-Macquart, to Le Roman de l'energie nationale, the nineteenth-century 

novelist principally considers history from a point of completion, depicting events 

that took place ten or more years before publication. Whilst the characters of these 

novels possess, to varying degrees, a sense of being `in the middest', 16 the events 

depicted are determined by the author's sense of the historical moment's completion. 

While the end of the nineteenth century sees a revolt against the positivist 

spirit in the works of nationalist, Catholic, and symbolist writers, it is the determinist 

systems of Naturalism and Barresian nationalism that are most frequently seen to 

persist not only in the combat novel, but even in the novels of the 1920s. 17 Many 

nineteenth-century thought systems are marked, as Barnett Singer suggests, by a 

fundamental faith in a holistic world-view. Whilst the artistic and cultural world 

might be divided as to which faith to adhere to, the basic tenet of each was founded 

on 'a certain manifesto, a credo; outside of the short-lived Decadents there was no 



real quality of the "absurd", or gratuitous'. 18 In the novel, this is reflected in the 

presence of determinist systems that underlie the fictional forms of the late 

nineteenth-century. These systems prevent any sense of transition that characters 

possess from dominating the overriding sense of direction that informs much 

nineteenth-century thought. As David Baguley states, this translates itself in 

Naturalism in the belief that: 'the entire knowable universe consists of phenomena 

that are subject to, and therefore explainable in terms of, regularly recurrent natural 

causes, open to scientific investigation and forming a self-contained system of 

natural explanations'. 19 Consequently, whilst the characters of Naturalist fiction 

might sense that their actions are part of the constant transition of the present, the 

narrator leaves the reader in no doubt as to the inevitability of their fall; hence the 

constant resurgence of the animal in man in the works of Zola. 20 The individual 

characters of Zola's novels are frequently presented with the chance of escape, only 

for this to be denied by the genetic and social factors that ultimately not only 

determine their fate but the very shape of the Naturalist novel. Despite the bleakness 

of such a world-view, Naturalism still claimed to be inspired by a positivist belief in 

the perfectibility of society through the evolutionary process. 

While opposed to the progressive thought that lay behind many of the 

Naturalists' political beliefs, the nationalism of Maurice Barres that emerged in the 

late nineteenth century, and which is reflected in the works of younger writers in the 

immediate pre-war period, such as Ernest Psichari, also draws its inspiration from 

the belief in the determining influences of race, milieu and moment. In this way, the 

ideas of Hippolyte Taine are seen to cross the political divide enforced by the 

Dreyfus Affair, influencing a large part of novelistic production of the time. While 

Barres revolts against the cult of reason of the day, seeing in the natural world a 

source of much conflict and less peaceful evolution, his characters and his political 

thought are marked by the same determinism that gives every event in the present its 

obvious connection to the past and its predetermined outcome in the future. Thus, 

Zeev Sternhell comments: 'Le determinisme de Barres est un determinisme 

physiologique, Naturaliste; une vision de l'homme qui ne laisse aucune marge 

d'indeterminisme'. 21 All the characters of Le Roman de l'energie nationale are 

defined by their background. Individual freedom lies only in the acceptance of these 
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determinants and of the role that life has allotted to one. Consequently, Barres's 

heroes are the product of a national organic past and, in accepting this, guarantee the 

continuity of the nation. 22 Consequently, the success and failure of the Nancy school 
friends uprooted in Paris in Les Deracines is dependent on their ability to accept 

what the nation's past has accorded to them. In this way, those who have completely 

abandoned their class of origin, such as Mouchefrin and Racadot, are condemned to 
failure and crime. 

The dominance of absolutist sytems and their pervasion of the formal 

structures of the novel in late nineteenth-century France is illustrated by other 

novelistic genres of the period. The novel of the Catholic Revival, although opposed 

to the materialist overtones of Naturalism and Barresian nationalism, is nevertheless 

marked by the security that an absolutist system affords the novelist. While the 

individual character has been granted free will, Catholic faith alone acts as the 

ultimate guarantor of meaning, even if this meaning appears absent in the 

problematic life of the individual. The novel then becomes the personal quest of the 

hero to accept the promise of the revelation of meaning inherent in faith. Thus, in 

Huysman's La Cathedrale Durtal can savour 'l'inanite de ses reflexions, 
l'impuissance de la raison humaine a explorer les intelligibles desseins du Tout- 

23 Puissant'. 

The persistence of such thinking, and its influence on the novel, is clear in 

the immediate pre-war period. Thus Psichari draws on Barresian nationalism, but is 

also influenced by Peguy when, in L'Appel des armes, he portrays the army and the 

Church as the guarantor of the national spirit. On the eve of the war, Psichari, who 

was to die in battle in the autumn of 1914, was still able to talk of the ties between 

man and his ancestors. Equally, the much more problematic L'Enfer of Barbusse, 

which formulates the potential difficulty of knowing the self, falls back into a form 

of idealism in the narrator's assertion that: 'Tout est en moi, et il n'y a pas de juges, et 

il n'y a pas de bornes, et il n'y a pas de limites a moi'. 24 

The constant temptation of any system that posits an essential truth is 

monologism where the ideology of the system is diffused through what Bakhtin 

refers to as 'consciousness in general'. 25 In such works, the characters and events 

merely serve as different aspects of the same overarching system. This is most 
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obvious in the works of Barres where the constant intervention of the narrator allows 
little chance of deviation from the ideological system of the novel. The logical 

conclusion for the monologic novel is utopianism, but, given that the combat novel 
is unable to consider history in retrospect, it is much more aware of the events it 

depicts as being moments of transition. As a result of this, its world is a much more 
fractured one than that of the late nineteenth-century French novel. It is because of 
this return to an interest in the present rather than the contemplation of the past that 
it and the French novel in general are able to regain the dialogic quality that is 

threatened by the systems outlined above. As Bakhtin suggests, it is this attempt to 

replicate developing reality that gives the novel its vitality and guarantees a 

realisation of the complexity of the moment and of being 'in the middest': 

The novel is, by its very nature, non canonic. It is plasticity itself. It is a genre ever 
examining itself and subjecting its established forms to review. Such, indeed, is the only 
possibility open to a genre that structures itself in a zone of direct contact with developing 
reality. 26 

While the discourse of much nineteenth-century thought persists in the early 

twentieth century, it does so amidst other and newer discourses. As we shall see 

below, the fault lines that fracture the monolithic thought systems that had come to 

dominate the late nineteenth-century novel first reveal themselves in the concepts of 

author, reader, and narrator that will emerge in the combat novel. 

1.2 Authorship, Readership, and the Narrator 

In Variations on Catastrophe John Cruickshank identifies two tendencies of combat 

novelists in respect to form; those, such as Bertrand, seeking to adhere to tradition 

and those, such as Barbusse, who modify tradition. Yet both types of combat 

novelist are more preoccupied with content than form. As Cruickshank suggests, the 

need to give immediate expression to the war experience inhibited early combat 

novelists from developing a form that best represented this experience and its 

difference from social reality. 27 However, the sense of novelty that this experience 

inspired inevitably left its marks on the form of the combat novel. Barbusse may 

have enriched the Naturalists' use of the vernacular in the novel, but it is his 

extensive use of dialogue alongside the narrator's voice that acts as a device for 

constructing meaning amidst the realities of war and anticipates, as we shall see in 
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subsequent chapters, the way the modem committed novel attempts to formulate an 
ideological response to the absurd. As Cruickshank remarks, combat novelists like 

Barbusse and Bertrand, who 'attempted in their different ways to say the unsayable, 
inhabited as best they could the essentially traditionalist aesthetic no-man's-land 
between pre-war and post-war modernism' (Ibid., p. 41). In this way the nationalist 

novelist Jean des Vignes-Rouges feels obliged to act as an apologist for the combat 

novel's lack of traditional plot development, citing as cause the stasis and immediacy 

of the war itself: 

Est-il besoin de vous dire que je ne Buis ni regle, ni methode pour ecrire ce livre? [... ] Que 
voulez-vous, la vie ici est tellement intense, qu'un cerveau un peu excite recoit d'elle des 
impressions, des images, des emotions et des idees avec la meme abondance qu'un fantassin 
de premiere ligne recoit des obus un jour d'attaque. 28 

Inevitably, this inability to stand back from events and characters renders the 

complete replication of nineteenth-century novelistic forms extremely difficult. 

Ultimately it begins to shape new relationships between the author, history, his 

narrator, characters, and readers, relationships that will be more fully developed in 

the committed novels of the 1930s and 1940s. 

The process can be seen to begin in the changing role of the author. As the 

very term suggests, the combat novelist finds himself an active participant in 

historic actuality. We have therefore limited the term to those authors who wrote 

during or immediately after the war, for, as Rene Pomeau has stated, 'Le Songe [... ] 

clot l'ere des romans-temoignages'. Subsequently, and until the international 

financial crisis of 1929 and its political repercussions, war becomes either 'un sujet 

qui s'eloigne, jusqu'ä disparaitre [... ]', or the subject of personal memoirs. 29 The 

authors of 1914-1924 reflect the immediacy of their historical experiences and are 

unable to adopt the pose of the nineteenth-century novelist who evokes the 

predetermined direction of past events through the application of a totalising system 

and its ensuing structure. The comfort afforded by the nineteenth-century tradition of 

considering history in retrospect, and in the light of the completion of the events it 

depicts, is denied the combat novelist. In this respect, Sartre considers the 

nineteenth-century realist author to exist independently of the events he depicts: 

Ni Fauteur, tant qu'il ecrit, ni le lecteur, tant qu'il lit, ne sont plus de ce monde; its se sont 
muds en pur regard; ils considerent 1'homme de dehors, ils s'efforcent de prendre sur lui le 
point de vue de Dieu. '° 
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Thus history, as understood by the novelist, is the contemplation of the past from the 

security of the present; events are imbued with a sense of their own inevitable 

completion, as Sartre asserts in respect to all novels that predate the work of his 

generation. 31 This holds true for the vast majority of late nineteenth-century French 

novelists. Thus, for Sternhell, the historical events of Barres's Le Roman de l'energie 

nationale are reconstructed and analysed in terms of cause and effect. 32 

However, much of the originality that Sartre considers unique to the post- 
Second-World-War writer is common to the combat novelist of the First World War. 

The combat novelist's need for immediate expression prevents the distance between 

himself and history that Sartre perceives in the nineteenth-century writer. The 

position that Sartre attributes to the generation of writers too young to fight in the 

First World War and marked by the political upheavals of the 1930s is also that of 

those writers who chose to write in immediate response to the war in the period 
1914-1924. Where Sartre sees rupture we can in fact perceive development. In this 

way, Sartre's affirmation in Quest-ce que la litterature? holds true for Barbusse, 

Dorgeles, Genevoix, and others of the combatant generation: 

au lieu que nos precedents se croyaient se tenir en dehors de I'Histoire et s'etaient eleves d'un 
coup d'aile ä des cimes d'oü ils jugeaient les coups en verite, les circonstances nous avaient 
replonges dans notre temps: comment donc eussions-nous pu le voir d'ensemble, puisque 
nous etions dedans? (p. 224) 

Although the First-World-War combat novel does not achieve the formal 

experimentation that can be found in Sartre's novels, it nevertheless represents the 

earliest twentieth-century example of 'une litterature de grandes circonstances' (Ibid., 

p. 223). The limitations imposed on the writer who is in-history result in an 

inevitable modification, or what we have referred to as fracturing, of previous 

novelistic forms and relationships. In this respect, the problems faced by combat 

novelists, and the attempts to resolve these, adumbrate the solutions that Sartre 

claims are his generation's alone. 

Just as the author's position in relation to history is changed by his direct 

involvement with nascent historic reality, so is his relationship to his readership. 

While the nineteenth-century novelist is forced to write for and be read only by a 

largely bourgeois public, the combat novelist is the first to experience the subject of 

his novel as a participant rather than as an observer in the traditional mode of realist 
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fiction. The late nineteenth century is marked by the divisions brought about by the 

Dreyfus Affair and the battle for the political affiliation of the bourgeoisie. The 

Union sacree of 1914 briefly posits the possibility of class reconciliation in the name 

of the nation, while the results of years of military service make themselves felt in 

the enforced, as well as voluntary, engagement of middle-class intellectuals into the 

ranks of the army. The experiences of the combat novelist depicted in his novel, and 

despite the individual polemic of each novel, reflect what Stephane Audouin- 

Rouzeau calls 'un ensemble de convictions ou de reactions instinctives qui ont cree 

une zone de rencontres entre tous les membres du groupe et unifie les 

representations mentales individuelles'. 33 Crucially, the combat novelist no longer 

pursues a subject in history in completion, but in history as it unfolds around him. 

Moreover, the characters he depicts are no longer objects of pure 

contemplation or invention but the reflection of his anticipated readership, since 

many combat novelists, writing initially for trench journals, began by targeting a 

combatant readership. Thus Pierre Chaine writes: 'Mon excuse est de n'ecrire pas 

pour la posterite, mais pour le divertissement de mes camarades'. 34 Similarly, the 

narrator of Jean Bernier's La Percee addresses a post-war readership of anciens 

combattants in militant tones: 

Ne faut-il pas venger ceux qui ne tomberent pas "pour la France", mais pour 1'entetement de 

quelques generaux ou de quelques ministres! 
Courage! mes fantassins qu' "ils" n'ont pas pu tuer. [... ] Voici poindre le temps du rendement 
des comptes. 35 

However, the combat novelist does not anticipate a purely combatant or 

sympathetic readership. While Vignes-Rouges may perpetuate the French novel's 

tendency to consider its readership as certain members of the bourgeoisie, 36 the 

majority of combat novelists, especially those publishing in the post-war period, 

contemplate a readership that consists of fellow ex-servicemen and civilians, 

frequently the relations of those who fought. Thus Bernier's narrator goes on to 

warn: 'Prenez garde! Il faut etre avec nous ou contre nous, avec notre douleur ou 

contre notre douleur' (p. 66). This potential antagonism in a world where the war is 

readily disputed is also alluded to in Le Valet de gloire when the narrator interrupts 

the limited vision of the war offered by the protagonist, Claude Lunant, to anticipate 
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the response of an imaginary, young, non-combatant reader in response to Lunant's 
lack of enthusiasm in August 1914: 

"C'est faux", me dit un etudiant de 1922 qui lit ä mesure que j'ecris. 
Je le regarde. Des inconnus ont modele son crane en noire absence; ils avaient le temps. Je 
prends en pitie cet 616e-martyr bon pour le prochain convoi. S'il en revient, nous en 
reparlerons. (p. 11) 

The combat novelist writes for a problematic and heterogeneous readership. 
The sympathy of the reader is not as guaranteed as certain patriotic novelists would 
like to believe. Although Sartre is guilty of oversimplifying the complexity of 

author-reader relations in the nineteenth-century novel, seeing a homogeneous 

bourgeoisie as the sole readership well into the early twentieth century, the combat 

novel represents an essential development in such relations for that century. In his 

realisation that history in the present is problematic and an object of disputation, the 

combat novelist writes for both a sympathetic and antagonistic readership composed 

of the heterogeneous ranks that filled the French army from 1914-1919 and non- 

combatant civilian society. In this sense he is for Sartre 'mediateur par excellence et 

son engagement c'est la mediation' since he writes for the oppressed and those that 

some combatants considered as the oppressor. 37 

Just as the role of the author is modified by his inability to reconstruct history 

in the completed past, so the role of the narrator undergoes similar changes. Indeed, 

it is in the fractured modes of narration that emerge in the combat novel that we 

perceive early signs of modernity and of a world deprived of an absolute, essentialist 

organising system. While the late nineteenth-century narrator is able to enjoy the 

certainty afforded to him by his position beyond the events depicted and a belief in 

an organising and totalising system, this is denied the narrator of the combat novel. 

The former therefore exists as the absolute guarantor of the organising system, be it 

the determinism of Naturalism or of Barresian nationalism, since he possesses the 

ability to call the reader's attention back to the underlying patterns that structure the 

historical events portrayed. 

The combat novel does not relinquish such omniscience easily. While 

narrative restrictions are unavoidable in those novels that are more obviously the 

expression of the narrator's own war experiences, frequently in the form of the 

souvenirs romances of Genevoix and Mac Orlan, those that tend toward a more 
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obviously novelistic portrayal of the war still retain aspects of nineteenth-century 

novelistic narration. These novels can be divided into two groups: those whose 

narrator also features as a character (such as Le Feu, Les Croix de bois, La Flamme 

au poing) and those which filter events through the eyes of a central character (such 

as La Guerre a vingt ans, L'Ouragan, Le Prix de l'homme). In both groups, however, 

the narrator occasionally adopts the omniscient stance of the nineteenth-century 

narrator and is therefore not a stable figure. Aware of the limitations of his 

perception of the war, and confined to one moment in time and space, he still longs 

to go beyond these limits imposed on him by modem reality. In Les Croix de bois, 

the French combat novel that most obviously seeks to establish a literary quality, 
Roland Dorgeles's character-narrator, Jacques Larcher, is able to depict other 

characters' inner workings. His description of Demachy prior to the final attack of 

the novel combines elements of omniscience and of the narrator as participant 

alongside his characters: 

Gilbert, toujours un peu fievreux les jours de coup dur, etait etrangement calme, ce matin-lä. 
Il y avait dans sa voix, dans sa pose resignee, quelque chose de fatal qui inquietait, et lui- 
meme se sentait au cceur une crainte qu'il n'avaitjamais connue. 38 

Earlier, the narrator uses the same combination of omniscience and limitation in the 

inclusion of Demachy's letter from his girlfriend. 

Un frais parfum montait de la lettre: de la verveine. Autrefois, eile le poursuivait avec son 
vaporisateur sous le nez, pour lui faire peur. Si loin, le temps des parfums. [... ] 
Pensait-il? Immobile, son sourire d'enfant decu au coin des levres, il regardait tres loin, lair 

absent. (p. 229) 

However, this ability of a character-narrator to penetrate the thoughts of other 

characters does not serve the same purposes as it does for the nineteenth-century 

novelist. When the narrator of Les Croix de bois alludes to the past of his main 

characters it is purely allusion and never the form of exposition that we find in Zola, 

for example. Thus, the narrator evokes Sulphart's past through an association of 

memories that contrast starkly to the reality of the present. Whereas Zola gives two 

pages of determinist information concerning Maurice in La Debacle 
'39Dorgeles 

is 

more suggestive in evoking Sulphart's background: 

Sulphart somnolait [... ]. 11 tirait de lentes bouffees de sa pipe au tuyau machonne et revassait 
ä la foire Saint-Romain, avec ses hals, ses maneges, ses loteries, ses tirs, toute une joie 
petaradante sentant les frites et le gros vin. (p. 39) 

19 



Similarly, the narrator of L'Appel du sol speaks of the war as a witness, but is 

also able to interpret the motives of characters, thereby seeking to impose the 

nationalist polemic of the novel: 'Une illumination interieure eclaira Vaissette; 11 

[sic] commencait ä comprendre les raisons de son devouement, les raisons de 

l'abnegation de ses soldats'. 40 Yet, paradoxically, as narrator-character who observes 

and reports the war in its reality, he is also aware of the horror of the events to which 
he is witness: 

La chose la plus horrible etait les Sanglots des blesses. Quand on a entendu ces longs appels 
douloureux, ces plaintes enfantines [... ], il semble qu'on ait penetre jusqu'aux limites de 
1'angoisse et de la douleur. (p. 189) 

Even in those novels which focus on the workings of one hero through the 

ability of a narrator who is not a character to relate their thoughts and feelings, there 

is a degree of inconsistency. While Jean de Granvilliers's narrator is principally 

concerned with the development of Miguel de Larreguy as a modern nationalist hero, 

he is also able to penetrate the thoughts of others (such as Trilleux when recovering 

dead bodies from no man's land), thereby extending his field of vision of the war. 41 

In Philippe Barres's La Guerre a vingt ans the narrator is clearly beginning to 

consider the war from a post-war perspective, being able to interpret events within a 

wider context than was previously available to combat novelists and characters who 

remained firmly in-history. Like the narrator of L'Appel du sol, the narrator of La 

Guerre a vingt ans is a divided figure. He is both the nationalist polemicist, 

depicting the French corpses of no man's land as being more sublime than those of 

the Germans, and the realist who faithfully reflects the horror of death inflicted on 

man by modern warfare. 42 In this way the nationalist combat novel does not neglect 

the horror of the war since, as Leon Riegel has observed, the defining mode of all 

French combat novels is not so much 'veracite' or 'authenticite', but 'sincerite'. 43 

The persistence of nineteenth-century forms of narration is clear, though 

severely reduced by the combat novel's faithful reflection of trench life and the 

inability of those in the front line to gauge the war's wider movements. In this we 

perceive a constant contradiction of the genre, a contradiction that is representative 

of a general characteristic of the modem mind. For, while the modem mind is aware 

of the impossibility of total and absolute meaning, it retains a nostalgia for such 
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thinking. Nowhere was such thinking more evident than in the Naturalist and 

nationalist novels of the late nineteenth century and the pre-war period. The 

inconsistent narrator of the combat novel is at once a realisation of the inability to 

grasp the totality of the historic moment in the present and the desire to regain some 

form of totality of meaning. In this way the combat novel possesses what Georg 

Lukäcs terms 'metaphysical dissonance' in the gap it perceives between what was 

and what is. 44 The temptation is therefore for the narrator to adopt a prophetic tone 

in the announcement, rather than the adumbration, of the ideology of the novel, a 

point which will be more fully examined in Chapter 7. 

Despite this desire for totality that frequently seeks to establish itself in the 

polemic of individual combat novels, the voice of the omniscient narrator is no 

longer the authoritative, controlling voice of the nineteenth-century narrator. Whilst 

tempted to impose meaning on the seemingly meaningless, the narrator is compelled 

to respect the restrictions imposed by his own war experiences and the legacy of the 

carnet de guerre. This fracturing of narrative absolutes lays the foundations for 

narrative experimentation and the narrative inconsistencies of the novels of the inter- 

war years. 

Where the combat novel adheres more closely to the diary format, as in 

Genevoix's Ceux de 14, there can be little pretence at totality of meaning. Thus, for 

Genevoix, the war, as it is experienced entirely in the day-to-day, remains 

fundamentally inexplicable: 

Pourquoi? Pourquoi ma tranchee pleine de morts, tous ces morts dechiquetes, eventres, 
broyes, tombes les uns aupres des autres [... ]? Pourquoi 1'entonnoir plein de morts, et le coin 
d'acier froid fiche dans le crane de Raynaud? Pourquoi ce lourd bouclier, retombant de si 
haut sur la jambe du capitaine Secousse? (p. 609) 

Even a patriot such as Rene des Touches, who pays little attention to life in the 

trenches, preferring to focus on peripheral details, such as civilian life and the 

execution of spies, is constantly unable to grasp the meaning of that part of the war 

he depicts. He considers the war to be so vast that its participants can only piece 

together individual details that may be indicative of a wider whole. Writing of the 

aftermath of the Battle of the Marne, the narrator of Pages de gloire et de misere 

comments: 

21 



Ce que nous avions apercu, pourtant, dans ce soir d'orage, n'etait, en quelque sorte, que 
1'ebauche de la toile demesuree dont nous devions, durant les deux jours qui suivirent, 
connaitre les nuances innombrables et percer les multiples et navrants details. 45 

Whereas in La Debäcle Zola is able to position his characters in order to give an 

overview of the Battle of Sedan, the combat novel is constantly aware of the 
limitations of its perspective. While the French army of Zola's novel are relatively 

unaware of the extent of the battle in which they are fighting, Zola's constant need to 

reproduce the past as completed, and therefore intelligible and linear, expresses itself 

in Henriette's unlikely over-view of events. 46 

The tendency to draw on the limitations of the diary form are seen even in 

those combat novels that possess a clear polemic. The limited perspective of the 

narrator is therefore an attempt to reproduce the reality of the individual's 

perspective of the war. Such attempts are made even in a novel as clearly motivated 
by a polemic as Barbusse's Le Feu and this is reflected in the narrator's reporting of a 

conversation between Cocon and Tirette: ' "Mon adjutant, qu'j'ai dit, c'est possible, 

mais ... " (suit une phrase que je n'ai point retenue)'. 47 Taken to extremes, this limited 

narrative perspective results in a complete sense of loss in time and space on the part 

of the narrator, as Barbusse suggests in the case of Simon Paulin in Clarte: 

J'avais commence ä noter les noms de localites oü je passais, mais je me perdais dans le 
fourmillement noir de ces mots lorsque je me relisais. Et la diversite de la cohue des hommes 
etait teile autour de moi que j'arrivais difficilement ä maintenir sur les figures des noms 
fugaces. 48 

It is this perspective that is later alluded to by Drieu la Rochelle in 'La Comedie de 

Charleroi'. For Drieu, this perspective epitomises the problematic position of modern 

man in his involvement with history, as he suggests in his account of the Battle of 

Charleroi: 

Des les premieres balles, je connus encore mieux le paysage minuscule, ä ras de mes yeux, 
qui bornait desormais mon destin d'homme. Je ne connaitrais plus le monde qu'ä l'echelle du 

49 pissenlit. A jamais, ä jamais enfoui dans la terre. 

This inability of the modern narrator to penetrate events consistently is also 

reflected in the narrator's relationship with his characters. Dorgeles's narrator 

increasingly abandons his limitations, and is thus able to portray Demachy's lonely 

death and Suiphart's problematic return to civilian society, ultimately giving way to 

the voice of the author in his call to remembrance. Initially, however, he exists 
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merely as a character alongside other characters unable, as an observer of another 

character, to penetrate the thoughts of Lemoine: 'Il crache dans le feu et songe ä des 

choses' (Les Croix de bois, p. 214). Equally, Barbusse evokes the inability of his 

characters to give clear expression to their feelings. As Lamuse tries to explain his 

feelings for Eudoxie, the mysterious woman who appears to follow the regiment 

from sector to sector, his words fail. The narrator, remaining here within the limits of 

narrator-character, is only able to observe: 'Mais il ignorait fart de s'exprimer, et il se 

tut; il restait seul avec son emotion inavouable, toujours seul malgre lui' (Le Feu, p. 

115). 

In his inability to go beyond the immediate war of one sector of the front, the 

narrator has recourse to other devices in order to suggest the broader importance of 

the world he depicts. The return of the soldier who has been on leave often presents 

the chance to portray civilian society as perceived by the combatant characters. In 

this way the action of Le Feu never leaves the front once war has broken out, but an 

image of an ignorant, indifferent civilian society is reported back to the platoon 

through the return of Volpatte and Eudore and Paradis's tale of his trip into occupied 

territory. 50 For the characters of Bernier's La Percee, the oral report of those 

returning from leave is the only guarantee of truth: 'Ni les lettres, ni les journaux ne 

peuvent remplacer ce rapport oral; on suspecte ce qui est imprime; on doute de ce 

qui est ecrit: seule la parole du permissionnaire demeure inattaquable' (p. 75). 

Ironically, the report that Jeuvenet brings back in this case is entirely invented, 

although it turns out to be an accurate guess, as he has been too preoccupied with his 

personal life to pay attention to any news. Yet, it is this faith and dependence on the 

oral report, in part a reflection of the siege mentality induced by war, that persists in 

the novels of the inter-war years. Frequently, the action of the novels of this period is 

limited to one moment in time and space, but it is the dialogue between characters 

that gives a broader significance to the action of the novel. 5' 

Dialogue, as an attempt to go beyond the inability to guarantee meaning 

individually, first establishes itself as a theme in the French novel in the combat 

novel of the First World War. While Clavel remains profoundly sceptical with 

regard to the ability to find meaning amidst war and is antagonistic towards the petit 

bourgeois members of his platoon, the narrator recognises that the dialogue between 
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Sarasin, a libre-penseur, and Prou, a Catholic, reflects a deep-seated need for a 

system that guarantees meaning. In the absence of a consistently authoritative 

narrator, both characters and narrator have to resort to establishing meaning through 

dialogue: 

N'est-ce pas un campement d'hommes primitifs qui voudraient se defendre contre les 
elements et qui ont une grande soif de legende? Its voudraient, pour oublier le froid, une 
histoire qui les transporte ailleurs, une histoire comme aux veillees des fermes. (Clavel 
soldat, p. 65) 

The characters of the combat novel seek order in their own debates 

concerning the direction of the war. Thus Genevoix, during one of the heated 

debates designed to counter the boredom of trench warfare, pitches the humanist and 

pragmatist Souesme against Liege, the advocate of the manual and the use of 

bayonets: ' "Nom de Dieu! " jure [Souesme] "Et la vie des hommes, qu'est-ce tu en 

fais? Alors, oui? Faire massacrer des armees entieres pour economiser des sous? " 

(Ceux de 14, p. 340). 

However, the increased dependence on dialogue serves not only as a device 

for counter-balancing the inadequacies of the unstable narrator and as a reflection of 

the siege mentality induced by trench warfare. More significantly for the 

development of the twentieth-century French novel, it reflects the possibility of the 

resolution of the conflict between the individual and society that is seen as one of the 

constant themes of the nineteenth-century novel. The nineteenth-century novel is 

frequently marked by the conflict between the individual and the society to which he 

or she belongs. To this extent, the protagonist of the nineteenth-century novel is 

often anti-social. Thus, le mal de Rene in Chateaubriand's novel may be a result of 

incestuous feelings for his sister (in itself an anti-social act) as well as reflecting the 

feelings of an aristocrat forced into idleness and seeking a role in a post- 

Revolutionary society that he despises. Equally, the rise of Julien Sorel in Le Rouge 

et le Noir is a constant struggle engaged by the dynamic Napoleonic hero against a 

lethargic, aristocratic society. The modernity frequently perceived in Fabrice's 

limited perspective of the Battle of Waterloo in La Chartreuse de Parme is also 

largely a part of this tradition in that Fabrice alone appears to be unaware of the 

extent of the battle and his part in it. Stendhal's depiction of the battle, although 

highly original, is also in the tradition of the eighteenth-century ingenu. This 
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essential antagonism then goes on to inform much of the novelistic production of 
Flaubert, the Goncourt brothers, Zola, and Bloy, among others. 52 

The preponderance of a centralised narrative, and a prolonged focus on a 

single character, albeit within a social and historical context, the typification of 

entire social classes through individual characters, become the hallmark of the 

nineteenth-century novel. Marxist critics frequently consider this obsession with the 

individual a result of the capitalist mode of production and look back to Balzac for 

an early decentralised narrative (for example, in La Rabouilleuse), seeing in his work 

a rejection of bourgeois society and nascent capitalism. At times we can perceive 

blatant hostility between the individual and the herd; for example, not only in Bloy's 

description of Paris going to work, with its evocation of 'le proletaire souverain, ä la 

gueule de bois [... ]; les gens d'affaires, l'äme crottee de la veille [... ]; toute la vermine 

parisienne [qui] grouillait en puant [... ]' (Le Desespere, pp. 173-74), but also in the 

retreat of the French army in Zola's La Debäcle, a retreat occasioned by the 

inadequacies of its officers, in which Zola's individual protagonists have no 

responsibility: 

[Maurice] courait emporte par le galop des autres, sans volonte personnelle [... ]. Et il etait ä 
ce point devenu un simple flot de ce torrent en marche, qu'un brusque recul s'etant produit, ä 
l'extremite de la tranchee, [... ] il avait aussitöt senti la panique le gagner, pret ä prendre la 
fuite. (pp. 276-77) 

Dean de la Motte sees this conflict as arising from the Revolution's 

insistence on individual liberte and social egalite : 

between the first still royalist Declaration in 1789 and the final draft of the 29 May 1793 

version, egalite joins, and finally takes precedence over liberte in the enumeration of 
substantive rights listed in Article II. [... ] The tension inherent in any democracy between 
individual liberty and social equality generates much of the thematic material and 
teleological form of nineteenth-century narrative. 53 

For Lukäcs this conflict arises because of the individual's inability to establish his 

own ideas other than as unrealisable individual ideals absent in those around him. 54 

In the novels of the late nineteenth century, this conflict persists, serving to illustrate 

the great objective forces that work against the individual in the form of 

determinism. 

In Florian-Parmentier's pacifist combat novel L 'Ouragan, the persistence of 

such thinking can be found in the continued antagonism between the individual and 
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the collective social body to which he reluctantly belongs. Its hero, Peissenier, 

resents war's denial of the individual, seeing it in terms of slavery and imprisonment. 

Yet both narrator and hero call for further social change based on the equality of the 

individual's right to dispose of his body as he wills: 

Les homrnes sont des esclaves: c'est pourquoi ils ont chante la liberte. 
Les hommes n'ont pour les hornmes que de 1'envie, du mepris ou de la mechancete: c'est 
pourquoi ils ont invente une religion qu'ils ont appele la fraternite. 

ss Mais ils revendiquent plus timidement 1'egalite. 

The armistice should therefore be 'la victoire des individus! ' (p. 324). 

However, it is in terms of this liberte-egalite conflict that Henri Barbusse 

also expresses the revolutionary will of his fellow combatants in the concluding 

chapter of Le Feu, favouring the latter over the former since it is the individual 

interests of capitalists that are in part responsible for the war. In this, Barbusse is 

among the first to attempt to resolve the conflict between the individual and society 

inherent in the nineteenth-century novel. In the combat novel, the impossibility of 

establishing the individual as the guarantor of absolute meaning, exemplified by the 

inadequacies of the narrator, leads, through the preponderance of dialogue and the 

emergence of conflicting voices within the text, to the realisation that meaning can 

only be established with others. Musing on the injustice of this war for the working 

classes, Barbusse's characters exclaim: 

"Il ya aussi la liberte et la fraternite. " 
"II ya surtout l'egalite! " (Le Feu, p. 426) 

It is then the narrator who reformulates the dialogue of his characters in terms of the 

general polemic of the novel, a point to which we shall return in Chapter 6. 

The war represents for the characters of the combat novel the realisation of 

being-with-others in the Heideggerian sense of the term. In this way, the search for 

meaning can only be valid if it takes into account the presence of others and is 

forged through this contact with them. Many combat novels, and Le Feu is perhaps 

the best example of this, begin to substitute the essentially biographical form of the 

nineteenth-century novel with the history of a collective character in the life of the 

platoon. While individual members die, the platoon remains the focal point of events 

and of the hope of achieving meaning. Given the realisation of the collective nature 
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of history, the individual can no longer claim to be the centre of meaning, be it in the 

omniscient narrator or the hero of the novel. The author through his narrator is no 
longer the guarantor of an objective, dehumanised or materialist system, but a co- 

creator of meaning. The combat novel therefore appears at a time when the absolutes 

of nineteenth-century thought no longer appear appropriate. The formal changes 
brought about by the fracturing of the omniscient narrator and the enforced changes 
in the relationship between the author, reader, and characters are the direct result of 

socio-historic changes. As Frederic Jameson explains: 'the deviation of the 

individual text from some deeper narrative structure directs our attention to those 

determinate changes in the historical situation which block a full manifestation or 

replication of the structure on the discursive level'. 56 

The combat novel reflects the realisation of the individual's limited ability to 

seize the extent of an historical moment. By depicting the war as a primarily 

collective and generational experience, rather than as the adventure of one 

individual, it adumbrates the themes of intersubjectivity and interdependence that 

emerge in the inter-war novel's depiction of history. It is therefore from a realisation 

of the war as a shared condition that the combat novel begins to construct a 

collective image of the modern world. 

1.3 The Dialogic Nature of the Combat Novel 

Given the limitations imposed on the combat novelist, the task of trying to describe 

the war, and thereby to imbue it with some meaning, might appear absurd. As Alain 

has stated, there is necessarily a gap between the reality of war in the present and any 

subsequent attempt to relate it: 

Il ya donc deux guerres, celle qu'on fait et celle qu'on dit, et qui n'ont presque rien de 

commun. 11 n'y a point de machiavelianisme en cela; la difficulte de dire ce qui est nouveau 
par de vieux discours suffit bien. 57 

This appears to be an opinion shared by Mac Orlan who declares: 'On ne racontera 

jamais tres bien cette guerre, parce que la memoire garde mal les traces de cette vie 

intense, en somme inimaginable' (Les Poissons morts, p. 53). The inability of 

language to capture history in its totality and complexity as it unfolds in the present 

also preoccupies the narrator of Le Valet de gloire as he recounts an early battle of 

1914: 
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On distingua loin ä gauche [... ] des eclairs de batonnette, des bras bleus brandissant des 
fusils, des tournoiements de visages jaunes sans yeux, des bondissements bleus et rouges 
tombant en croix, en vrille, en planche, choques, suspendus, soutires, s'affaissant, plongeant, 
disparaissant, le temps de fremir avant de comprendre. Il faudrait tout ecrire, tout lire ä la 
fois. (pp. 45-46) 

This awareness of the potential inadequacy of language is perhaps a 

reflection of Bergsonian concepts of language. According to Bergson, language fails 

to convey the uniqueness of the moment as experienced in its full complexity by the 

individual. Language renders the experience banal in its translation into words, since 
language is common property. 58 Such a sentiment finds an unlikely echo in the 

nationalist novel of Vignes-Rouges who anticipates that 'les phrases "passe-partout" 

frequemment repetees, seront de plus en plus vivantes, une image fictive se 

substituera aux vraies' (Bourru, p. 57). In this way, not only is the horror of the war 

difficult to convey without recourse to an old language no longer adequate to the 

present task, but all debate concerning the war is fundamentally flawed. For Clavel 

the war as signified can never fully correspond to the signifiers his fellow 

combatants attempt to attach to it. All discourse is a vain attempt to reformulate 

events in language: 

Et clans toutes les granges, sur touter les pailles oü ils sont couches, [... ] les soldats echangent 
des mots qui n'ont plus de lien ä la vie, ä leur vie, ä aucune vie, des mots comme en diraient 
des automates doues du langage. (Clavel soldat, p. 168) 

Equally, Favigny, the hero of La Percee, talks of the impossibility of retelling the 

war once he has left the trenches. The return to the platoon results in 'la reunion aux 

paroles dures, exuberantes', while, on leave, '[il] maudissait le temps, tyran de la 

parole infirme, toujours en retard sur l'idee. Il souffrait d'ordonner, de classer et 

d'omettre' (p. 113). 

Just as the absolutist systems that informed the world-view of many 

nineteenth-century novels give way in the combat novel, so any notion of language 

as absolute also undergoes a crisis. However, as Jay Winter has established, the First 

World War does not represent the complete rupture of all cultural forms with the 

past, the need to remember the war often finding expression in the old languages of 

religion, Classicism, and Romanticism. 59 

The war, as we have stated, becomes for many authors the realisation of 

being-with-others. While the individual cannot rely on language to convey the 
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totality of an inner experience, it is perhaps through dialogue with the other that 

meaning can be achieved. If the war remains an object that is difficult to fix in 

language, then the very fact that, ideologically, it is the object of disputation begins 

to offer the combat novel as a genre the hope of creating a lasting image of the war 

that remains faithful to the combatants' initial experiences. While Bergson's notion 

of language as inadequate ultimately alienates it from those who use it, the notion of 
language as dialogue, as advocated by Bakhtin, and its application to the novel, 

opens up the possibility of meaning. For, behind the fear that language is inadequate 

to the task of conveying the complexity of the individual's experience, lies a belief in 

the individual subject as central to the world around. Such a belief is impossible in 

the combat novel since the events depicted dwarf the individual who finds himself 

constantly threatened by death and by the insignificance of his place in such a 

universe. The notion of language as inadequate to the individual's experience places 

history purely within the realm of the subject's biography. 

However, if the writer's direct involvement with nascent historic reality 

results in an awareness of being-with-others, then so too must his use of language. 

Such a realisation calls for a concept of language that reinstates language as that 

which is able to translate the individual experience whilst reflecting its difference 

from and communality with others. 

In this respect Bakhtin perceives in each word three different definitions: that 

which the author, or speaker, gives to it in a precise context, that which other 

speakers have given to it in their own utterances, and the generally accepted, neutral 

dictionary definition of this word. 60 Subsequently, 'language is not a neutral medium 

that passes freely and easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is 

populated - overpopulated - with the intentions of others'. 61 The novel is therefore 

the structuring of the conflicting and dissenting voices that are to be heard in the real 

world. While the nineteenth-century novel is able to examine these voices in 

retrospect and impose, through the omniscient narrator, a direction that is denied 

those who attempt to replicate history in its unfolding, the combat novel, at its time 

of writing, is still contesting the present. Given the instability of the combat novel's 

narrator, other voices are able to make themselves heard more clearly than was 

previously possible in the late nineteenth-century French novel. 
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Yet, while such a system might appear to be founded on antagonism, it is 

such a system that allows the possibility of establishing an image of the war common 
to the genre as a whole and in relation to which the individual novelist can develop 

an individual polemic. Thus, the narrator and his men in Ceux de 14 gradually come 
to the realisation that it is not through the individual that meaning can begin to be 

achieved but through the recognition that history is collective and that meaning can 

only begin to be established in dialogue. As his platoon discuss a recent assault and 
those that they have lost, the ensuing dialogue begins to reconstruct the events they 
have witnessed so that some sense can be made of them: 

Nous parlons peu. Mais toutes les paroles qu'on entend sont comme des parcelles de clarte. 
Une Iumiere grandit sur notre passe recent, eclairant tout, nous montrant tels que nous 
sommes, tell que nous avons ete. (pp. 580-01) 

Whilst previous studies of the genre have differentiated between the 

depiction of war in the anti-war and nationalist novel, this study will begin by 

pointing to the communality of representations concerning the nature of the war. The 

following chapters will show that the nationalist combat novel is unable to describe 

the war in terms radically different from those of the anti-war novel. The 

communality of themes concerning the depiction of war establishes what we term 

the verbal core of the genre and the subsequent awareness of existing in a world 
deprived of any inherent meaning. In short, both the anti-war and nationalist novelist 

inhabit a primarily existential universe. Whilst they dispute the eventual meaning of 

the war, they nevertheless depict the war as an absurd and alienating process 

countered only by their respective ideological responses. Both describe the conflict 

in all its horror whilst attempting to draw the reader in different polemical directions. 

In Part One of this thesis we shall examine those themes that emerge from 

this dialogue and form the verbal core of the war in the combat novel corpus. It will 

be seen that these themes are the modification of nineteenth-century forms and 

preoccupations, establishing the First World War as a fundamentally absurd process, 

confirming the place of the combat novel in the development of the twentieth- 

century French novel. For it is on this verbal core of an absurd universe that emerges 

in the combat novel that later novels will draw. We shall continue by firstly 

examining the changing relationship between man and nature in the combat novel 

and how this anticipates some of the existential realisations of the politically 
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committed novel of the inter-war years. Finally in this section, we will adumbrate 

those changes in plot and treatment of time and space that emphasise the extent of 

generic change carried within the combat novel corpus. From this it will emerge that 

the combat novel contains an early novelistic representation of the absurd and that 

the ideologies of these novels, frequently considered the legacy of late nineteenth- 

century absolutist thought systems, are in fact the expression of the modern 

novelist's need to establish a meaning or form of essence in an existential universe. 
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2 THE HORIZON OF WAR: 

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS OF THE NATURAL WORLD 

Studies of the French combat novel of the First World War have often pointed to the 

debt that both nationalist and anti-war novelists owe to their late nineteenth-century 

predecessors. Olivier Casabielhe, for example, aims to demonstrate that Barbusse is 

largely inspired by Zola and that the author of Le Feu sets out to establish certain 

affinities between his work and that of the Naturalists. ' Equally, Leon Riegel places 
Adrien Bertrand's novel in a line that descends directly from a form of pre-war 

nationalism largely inspired by Barres. 2 The persistence of nineteenth-century 

novelistic form and preoccupations in the French combat novel is a widely 

acknowledged phenomenon and, undoubtedly, the anti-war novel draws on certain 

themes of the Naturalists as much as the nationalist combat novel echoes those of 

pre-war Barresian nationalism. 

However, the persistence of pre-war themes in the combat novel does not 

make of Le Feu a Naturalist novel, nor of L'Appel du sol a pure imitation of Le 

Roman de l'energie nationale. As we have stated, the position of the combat novelist 

does not permit the withdrawn contemplation of events in their completion. The 

deterministic cause and effect that underpinned both Naturalism and Barresian 

nationalism are not apparent to those who write of the incomplete present. If these 

novels do draw on their literary predecessors, the discourse of these predecessors is 

modified as it enters the problematic world of the present in the combat novel. As 

Bakhtin states, the echoing of old discourses in new genres 'is no simple act of 

reproduction, but rather a further creative development of another's [... ] discourse in 

a new context and under new conditions'. 3 For Tzvetan Todorov the incorporation of 

older discourses can either result in the mere replication of defunct genres or in a 

meaningful transformation of these discourses into new forms; each individual work 

exists as part of a genre and as an independent variant in its own right, characterised 

by 'ce double mouvement: de l'oeuvre vers la litterature (ou le genre), et de la 

litterature (du genre) vers 1'ceuvre'. 4 

In the light of this, we propose to examine the persistence and development 

of Naturalist and Barresian nationalist concepts of man's relationship to the natural 
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world in the combat novel. While Barres may have appeared the ideological 

antithesis of Zola and of the Naturalist school, this ideological division was 

exaggerated and polarised by their different stances during the Dreyfus Affair. 

However, both concepts are founded on the belief that the destiny of humanity lies in 

the natural world to which it is bound. While this reflects a positivistic faith in 

human evolution and perfectibility in Naturalism, Barres considers such evolution in 

strictly national terms, seeing conflict as inevitable as nations vie to survive. Yet 

both concepts place man within a natural process of progression by which he is 

determined, and are indebted to the prevalence of social Darwinism in much late 

nineteenth-century thought. Behind each system lies Taine's assertion that the 

individual is the determined product of race, milieu, and moment. As Winston 

Hewitt states of such a view in the works of Zola: 'the material cosmos is endowed 

with a perpetually self-renewing vital process that integrally involves all of its parts, 

all forms of life'. 5 In each system, therefore, man exists as an integral part of the 

natural whole. 

Just as Zola and Barres are linked by their faith in natural determinism, so the 

combat novel genre, regardless of individual polemical responses to the war, is 

united by an increasingly common depiction of the natural world and man's 

relationship with it. In this, it begins to move away from the pre-war novel's 

depiction of an evolving universe to which man is inextricably bound. Instead it 

draws on the antagonistic relationship felt by certain characters of the pre-war novel 

in respect to their dependence on the natural world, a world that seems indifferent to 

their daily struggles. In this way the persistent preoccupation of the pre-war novel 

with man's relationship to the natural world gains a more sinister dimension amidst 

the destruction on the Western Front. While elements of the vocabulary of both 

Naturalism and Barresian nationalism live on, they are profoundly modified, 

eventually favouring and emphasising the anguish to be found in man's relationship 

to nature. In this way, and as Meininger states, there is a certain communality of 

representations of the war as fundamentally absurd that permeates both the 

nationalist and anti-war depiction of the conflict. 6 By examining the underlying 

tension felt in both responses to the war, we begin to gauge an image of a universe 

that is profoundly indifferent, if not inimical, in the eyes of man, a world where man 
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is alienated from the natural cycle by the indifference of nature towards his presence 

and antagonised by the one claim nature has over him in his physicality. 

2.1 Persistence and Modification 

The influence of Maurice Barres over the nationalist combat novelist would appear 
to be obvious. Indeed, the war is eagerly anticipated by many nationalists as an 
historic inevitability; it is generated by the racial differences between the Frenchman, 

characterised in Granvilliers's Le Prix de l'homme by 'l'elegance et la resistance 
heroique du corps se conciliant avec la fermete de l'äme [... ]', and the German, 'un 

titre vulgaire et primitif (p. 276). It is an opportunity to avenge the defeat of 1870. 

Equally, it represents the unleashing of popular nationalist spontaneity that has 

remained dormant during peacetime. The vocabulary for such a view of the conflict 

was already to be found in the writings of pre-war nationalists and, of more interest 

to our current study, in the novels of Barres. 

The legacy of Barres is apparent in the majority of nationalist combat novels. 

A primary aspect of this legacy is 
. seen in the interaction of character and 

environment and the subsequent dependence of the former on the latter. The entire 

premise of Les Deracines is based on the notion that the individual, uprooted from 

his natural environment, will wither. Thus Barres's characters can only find a role in 

society when they accept the limitations placed on their existence by nature. This 

potentially unproblematic relationship of the individual to his natural environment is 

exemplified in respect to the Lorraine countryside by the characters of La Colline 

inspiree. 7 A similar sense of the totality to be found in man's interaction with his 

local environment exists in Psichari's pre-war army novel, L'Appel des armes. Both 

Nanges and the young recruit Maurice feel bound to their native Brie, 'l'harmonieux 

pays oü [Maurice] semblait reprendre racine, sentant sa force decuplee par les 

millions de forces ancestrales qui vivaient encore lä, ces ruisseaux aimables qui lui 

disaient des choses fraternelles'. 8 Yet this notion is not restricted to the nationalist 

novel alone, crossing the ideological divide between individual novelists to become 

a common theme of the Naturalist novel. Thus, in La Terre, Zola describes the 

Fouan family in the following terms: 'Ces Fouan avaient pousse et grandi lä, depuis 

des siecles, comme une vegetation entetee et vivace'. 9 

36 



The persistence of such thinking in the late nineteenth century and pre-war 

period transcends individual authorial ideologies. Unsurprisingly, the belief that man 

can exist unproblematically and as an integral and living part of an evolving 

environment persists in the combat novel. In this way Philippe Barres periodically 

echoes the totality that his father perceived in the natural cycle and man's place 

within it. Once away from the front, visiting the countryside with Edith, the hero of 
La Guerre a vingt ans is still able to consider the natural world in such terms. ' 0 For 

Rene des Touches, the very notion of the French nation itself is intertwined with 

such a rustic idyll. After the briefly evoked horrors of battle in Pages de gloire et de 

misere, the continuity of the French nation is linked to the continuity of the natural 

world itself: 

cet oiseau dont la voix s'elevait, si calme et si pure, au-dessus du combat [... ] etait [... ] 
I'image fidele de l'äme de la France, dont le placide et souriant courage s'eleve, lui aussi, au- 
dessus des dangers, comme ce chant d'oiseau dans le fracas de cette nuit de guerre. (pp. 201- 
02) 

For many nationalist combatant authors, the war exists as proof of the pre- 

war Barresian cult of la terre et les morts. The individual combatant, according to 

Henry Malherbe's narrator, therefore finds himself 'un centre magnetique qui attire 

tels souvenirs ardents, telles clartes de vies anterieures, telles forces invisibles, 

vibrantes, perpetuellement suspendues dans 1'espace et qui font escale sur Pilot 

obscur d'un corps vivant et lui donnent la fidelite du passe, les directions de l'avenir 

et toute l'odeur divine et enivrante de 1'infini! ' (La Flamme au poing, p. 44). For the 

narrator, such a realisation comes through the combatant's constant contact with the 

soil of France, 'le jardin oü Von grandit parmi ces ämes attentives, ces fantomes 

inspirateurs et bienveillants' (p. 44). The characters of L'Appel du sol share a similar 

experience, since they too are subject to: 

Pappel autoritaire du sol de France, de ses collines et de ses brouillards, de ses plaines, de ses 
bois, de ses fleuves et de ses montagnes [... ]. C'etaient vingt siecles d'histoire qui soufflaient 
sur ces tetes, et des centaines de generations dont renaissaient les martyrs. (p. 126) 

The dying frequently appear to be aware of their part in the continuity of the 

nation, considering death as the reintegration of man into his native soil. Thus, in Un 

Tel de l'armee francaise, they add to the notion of the continuity of la terre et les 

morts: 
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Un etre est lä, boueux, genoux en terre, les bras tendus vers le dernier des cercles de lumiere 
brillant encore au ciel, un mourant, dont 1'harmonieuse plainte, pure source jaillie d'une äme 
martyre, se joint au chceur aerien des choses. " 

The nationalist combat novel, at first sight, appears the complete antithesis of 
the anti-war novel, the latter emphasising the physical horror of war. Hence little 

attention is given to these novels in current studies of the genre since they appear to 

portray a war alien to our received notions of the Great War as a brutal and 
brutalising conflict. The dead of the nationalist combat novel, considered in terms of 

pre-war nationalist thought systems where man existed unproblematically in relation 

to the organic nation, perpetuates that myth derided by Wilfred Owen in 'Dulce et 
Decorum Est'. The dead that scatter the battlefield in L'Appel du sol are therefore, as 
Vaissette attests, only ever ' "des semailles qui germeront dans l'atmosphere morale 
dont est parfume notre sol" ' (p. 86). 

If the Naturalistic determinism of Barresian nationalism lives on in the 

nationalist combat novel's echoing of the cult of la terre et les morts, so a certain 

notion of the natural universe is handed down by the Naturalists to some of those 

writers broadly labelled anti-war. As Hewitt observes, Zola's characters are 

frequently drawn away from the troubled 'collective whole' of the city or the 

'barbaric wars of civilisation' towards a more natural form of existence in the 

countryside (Through Those Living Pillars, p. 46). In La Debacle Jean attempts to 

return to a rustic existence after the Battle of Sedan and his part in the repression of 

the Commune. Equally his struggle with the land in La Terre represents a quest to 

work with it, rather than to profit from it. This quest for a natural idyll, unavailable 

amidst the squalor and hardship of social reality, lies behind many of the characters' 

aspirations in Naturalist fiction. 

The persistence of such thinking can be found in Florian-Parmentier's 

L'Ouragan. Although war has perverted the natural idyll in the eyes of Peissenier, 

the nomadic life-style of the early encounters of 1914 inspires in the novel's hero 'des 

gouts simples de primitif. The simple pleasures of such a life style, away from 

battle, contrast with 'les illogismes et les turpitudes de la vie sociale' (p. 97). The 

result is an overwhelming sense of loss. In La Percee Favigny is overwhelmed by 

the classic beauty of the Paris park, a symbol of a certain belief in humanity's ability 

to control nature, where he takes Madeleine while on leave, and seeks to become a 
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part of its order: ' "Hors de toutes les habitudes, hors de nous-memes, laissons-nous 

glisser; ne soyons plus qu'une part petite de ce soir complexe" ' (p. 123). On his 

return to the trenches, however, he is immediately estranged from any possibility of 
totality in the natural world: 'Favigny passait sans en rien percevoir; sa superbe 

animalite meme etait morte, et ne se saoulait plus de la vie de f'ete' (p. 155). Equally, 

in Le Sel de la terre, Bussieres's wife writes in her letters of 'le grand jardin plein de 

fleurs et tout monde de lumiere'. 12 Her husband then looks up and surveys the 
landscape of Verdun: 

Ces arbres disloques, mutiles, ecorches, decharnes, apparaissent ä Bussieres comme les 
ossements epars d'un squelette de paysage oü ne passe plus que la ronce artificielle. 
Pas une fleur, pas un oiseau, dans cette nature macabre d'oü s'exhale, Beule, la puanteur d'un 
cadavre humain. [... ] 
Sur le glacis, un grand chene ä demi-deracine se penche et gemit ä chaque coup de vent, en 
agitant lugubrement sa derriere branche oü tremble un lambeau de chair pourrie. (p. 71) 

The anti-war novel is frequently nostalgic for a form of rural idyll from which man is 

alienated by war. In Le Feu, for example, the narrator evokes moments of bucolic 

ease when the platoon are at rest and removed from the trenches. Even Barbusse's 

future revolutionaries are inclined to appreciate 'les abeilles qui travaillent 

musicalement, en conformite avec les poesies, et le grillon qui, malgre les fables, 

chante sans modestie et remplit a lui seul tout l'espace' (p. 124). 

War is considered as a disfigurement of the natural order. In Chapter 2 of Le 

Feu we immediately confront the landscape of a war from which nature appears to 

have been expelled. For Barbusse, war prevents the course of nature; man's warlike 

actions are a perversion of his traditional role as exploiter of the land. Instead he is 

seen to abuse the land, as the ironic use of agricultural terms below suggests. 

Subsequently, a country road is seen as: 

la grande voie echevelee parcourue seulement par les balles et par des rangs et des files 
d'obus, qui font sillonnee, soulevee, recouverte de la terre des champs, creusee et retournee 
jusqu'aux os. Elle semble un passage maudit, sans couleur, ecorchee et vieille, sinistre et 
grandiose ä voir. (p. 196) 

The heroes of Les Croix de bois soon encounter a similar landscape. In a 

sector known as `le mont Calvaire', nature appears to exist as tenaciously and 

tenuously as the soldiers that fight there: 'On voyait les torpilles monter du bois des 

Boches et tomber lourdement sur cette terre morte oü elles ne pouvaient plus rien 
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arracher que des lambeaux d'hommes et des cailloux' (p. 133). Furthermore, 

Genevoix readily confuses the cries of the wounded in no man's land with those of 

the earth's suffering: 'Et devant nous la plaine entiere engourdie d'ombre semble 

gemir de toutes ces plaies, qui saignent et ne sont point pansees' (Ceux de 14, p. 81). 

The activities of man during wartime are therefore an affront to the natural world, as 
Duhamel suggests in his description of the region around the Somme battlefield: 

Au loin, semblables ä des fleuves paresseux, de grands courants de poussiere dessinaient 
toutes les routes de la contree [... ]. La lumiere en etait offensee, comme etait souille le ciel 
par les grands vols d'avions, souille et injurie le silence, souillees et mutilees la terre et sa 
fourrure vegetale. 13 

Equally, Alexandre Arnoux describes the appearance of a sap as 'une ride sur la face 

de la terre venerable, une ride nee de la violence et de l'effort; et depuis la mer 

jusqu'ä la montagne, le visage de la Patrie se durcissait et se contractait de la sorte'. 14 

Nature is no longer familiar and knowable. With this loss of idyll comes 

further evidence of the failure of old certainties and pre-war absolutes. This 

Naturalist aspiration for a natural idyll in which the perfectibility of humanity is 

reflected lives on as nostalgia in the minds of many anti-war novelists in this 

dichotomy that they establish between how nature should be and how it has been 

perverted. The conflict between the pre-war ideal and modern reality is further 

exemplified by Genevoix as his narrator contemplates a break in the clouds ('une 

grande trouee bleue, limpide et profonde [... ]. Douceur et paix') and the landscape 

that lies in front of them: 

Nous pataugeons dans un pre marecageux... Des entrailles de moutons, des peaux visqueuses 
s'affaissent dans les flaques en petits tas ronds. Des ossements epars, qui gardent attaches des 
fragments de chair blanchätre, delavee, donnent ä cette plaine un aspect de charnier. (p. 55) 

In this disfiguration of the natural idyll we can perceive a decisive difference 

from Naturalism since it is precisely those forces elevated by Naturalism and, more 

particularly, by the positivistic era that have contributed to this perversion of the 

natural world: science and technology. 15 The war is therefore an indictment of any 

belief that nature can be mastered, that science could grasp it in its totality. Perhaps 

it has become something of a truism to talk of the scientific progress of the 

nineteenth century culminating not in the advancement of humankind, but in the 

mass warfare of 1914-18. Nevertheless it remains a persistent preoccupation and 
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realisation on the part of the combat novel. One of the most striking examples of this 

rejection of the technological can be found in Duhamel. Ironically Duhamel served 

as a doctor on the Western Front, whilst rejecting those technological devices, such 

as the autoclave in 'Civilisation', that were designed to render the slaughter more 

mechanistic or to repair the human body for further combat. Thus the autoclave is 

considered a type of mechanical monstrosity governing over doctors and nurses in 

the fight to repair French flesh. 16 More generally the combat novel begins to depict 

the landscape of the Western Front as an artificial world created by the 

misapplication of technology. Rather than serve, technology enters into conflict with 

both man and nature resulting in a fusion of the natural world and the man-made. 

Dorgeles's narrator therefore perceives a certain dangerous beauty in the combination 

of the natural and the artificial: 'Le ciel, d'un bleu cru de lessive, se tachait de 

shrapnells dont le troupeau blanc s'amassait, pareils a ces moutons floconneux d'ete 

qui presagent le beau temps' (Les Croix de bois, p. 165). 

At the same time, the nationalist novel La Flamme au poing evokes a 

landscape: '[qui] ressemble a un laboratoire, peuple de savants farouches et 

insidieux, encombre d'alambics et de machines fracassantes... Des senteurs 

pharmaceutiques impregnent les arbres amputes, trainent sur le sol noirätre et grele' 

(p. 10). Similarly, in Arnoux's short story 'Le Visage', a gas attack reflects not only 

the corruption of the natural world by scientific warfare, but the subsequent 

deformation and mechanisation of man in war: 

L'aurore pointait au delä des bois, blafarde, ä travers les vitres rayees de mes lunettes, une 
aurore qui sentait la feuille verte maceree, l'ether, la moutarde, les poisons. Et Remoulat, 

assis ä la torque, hochant son museau cylindrique, au milieu de cette lumiere sale et 

venemeuse, etait vraiment un animal illogique, 1'ebauche d'une forme monstrueuse clans une 
creation manquee. 17 

As Arnoux suggests, the sinister, if not fantastic, world of the Western Front 

is alien to the notion that the combatant continues to possess, albeit in the form of 

nostalgia, of the natural world as a certain idyll in which man is contained. The sense 

of an evolving natural universe, that was, for many, governed by the progression 

towards perfection, has given way to the anti-idyll of the front in which man has 

become 'un animal illogique'. The totality that was previously available to man in his 

contemplation of nature is subsequently threatened. Whilst the characters of 
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Naturalism do not always live in harmony with the natural world, there remains the 

belief behind Naturalist thought that the world is governed by laws that, through 

scientific enquiry, render it knowable. Naturalism, if not the Naturalist novel, is 

informed by a constant optimism and faith in the natural world as an explicable and 

unified whole into which humanity can be fully integrated. Although Barresian 

nationalism rejects such a universalist approach, it nevertheless emphasises the ties 

that bind the individual to both his regional and national soil. In both systems the 

environment, either locally or universally, remains a phenomenon that can be 

comprehended fully, either through the power of reason and science, or through 

intuition. 

However, as Arnoux suggests, such a notion is no longer tenable on the 

Western Front. Increasingly the world around the combatant gives out signs that are 

incomprehensible to modern man. The combatant is therefore in a state of crisis and 

reflects the progression of modern man away from pre-war thought systems that 

promised an unproblematic relationship between man and his environment in the 

imminent future. The combatant is unable to interpret the natural world around him 

as a sign of what is to come. In Gaspard, the weather during mobilisation is 

undecipherable to the combatant: 

Le ciel se faisait noir et redoutable: il inondait les rues. Puis le soleil, enorme et genereux, 
fondait les nuages pour que les toits se refletent dans les mares. On ne savait si le temps riait 
ou pleurait. Matinee nerveuse, de coleres et de rayonnements. 18 

Moreover, the continued and accelerated dissolution of the nineteenth- 

century mind is reflected in Florian-Parmentier's awareness of the disjuncture 

between the old world and the new. The presence of colonial troops in France is 

indicative of the distance that now exists between the natural idyll that was the pre- 

war French landscape and that of the present. The stability of the past has given way 

to the transience of the present, reflected in the presence of the warrior nomads that 

the narrator considers the colonial troops to be: 

Qu'elles paraissaient releguees loin dans le souvenir, les paisibles et fertiles campagnes de la 

France! Les troupes coloniales [... ] semblaient deplacer avec elles tout 1'eclatant decor 

oriental; et l'on etait presque ä se demander si, par hasard, l'on n'avait pas ete transporte dans 

une de ces turbulentes colonies oü l'etat de guerre est la condition habituelle de ceux qui les 

peuplent. 19 
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In this way the old world becomes unfamiliar to the novel's characters when filtered 

through the events of 1914-1918. Eudore therefore struggles to recognise his home 

during leave: 

"En approchant, ä la brune, par la portiere du wagon du petit chemin de fer qui marche 
encore lä-bas sur des bouts de voie, je r'connaissais ä moitie le paysage et ä moitie je le 
r'connaissais pas. Je 1' sentais par-ci par-lä tout d'un coup qui s' refaisait et se fondait dans 
moi comme si ils s' mettait a me parler. Puis, i' s' taisait. " (p. 143) 

Further evidence of this disjuncture is provided, again, by Florian- 

Parmentier. In contrast to the ability of the characters in La Debacle to perceive the 

general direction and nature of battle, the characters of L'Ouragan are unable to 

gauge any sense in the noise of battle that they hear coming from Charleroi. Their 

resultant anxiety at their inability to know their exact relationship to their immediate 

environment is reflected in their perception of the world around them: 

Chargee d'haleines oppressees, de perplexites, de tressaillements, ('atmosphere paraissait 
hostile. L'on eprouvait comme la sensation de traverser un pays de cauchemar, de vivre 
l'impossible, de realiser l'irreel. (p. 54) 

In this way we can perceive an increasingly difficult relationship between the 

characters of the combat novel and their immediate environment. Whilst Naturalism 

and Barresian nationalism illustrate the prevalent trend of considering man as an 

integral part of a universe that was knowable, either in terms of the application of 

reason or through intuition, the combat novel points to a more problematic 

relationship between man and the natural world. The war appears to have destroyed 

the idyll that lies behind many nineteenth-century imaginings of the natural world. 

Instead, the world of the Western Front emits a series of signs incomprehensible to 

the modern mind in formation amidst the trenches. The result is the realisation of a 

schism between man and the natural world, a schism that begins to place the French 

combat novel of the First World War in line with a post-war and primarily 

existential understanding of nature. Yet, it is by drawing again on certain aspects of 

the Naturalist and nationalist novel, rather than by rupturing such ties, that the 

combat novel continues to move away from the essentialist notions of the pre-war 

period to the absurdist and ultimately existential realisations of the inter-war year 

period. 
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2.2 The Inimical Universe 

The enforced proximity of modern man to the natural world necessitated by trench 

warfare inevitably leads to a certain friction between man and nature. In its inability 

to contribute to human understanding of the events of the future, nature appears 
indifferent to the struggles of man engaged in war. For Jean Paulhan this 
indifference is the continuation of an age old struggle between the peasants, who 

make up most of the platoon of Le Guerrier applique, and the land they have always 

worked. Trench warfare itself is an attempt to dominate the environment: 

Cette nature, sur laquelle regnaient peniblement les paysans, m'avait laisse l'idee d'une vieille 
servante dont il faut suivre les habitudes compliquees, et volontiers malveillantes. 2° 

Equally, in L'Appel du sol a growing resentment can be detected on the part of 
Bertrand's nationalists towards the natural world: 

Et ces paysans, respectueux hier de moissons ingrates, saisis dejä par cette ivresse de 
meurtre, prenaient plaisir au saccage des champs. Its assouvissaient leur rancune pour les 
durs labours des hivers passes, pour les gerbes moisies par la pluie, pour toutes les infidelites 
de la terre. (p. 4) 

Arguably, there is little new in this. Indeed, the resentment of the peasant 

towards the indifference of his land is a common feature in Zola's La Terre. 21 The 

combat novel develops this resentment in the modern context of total and scientific 

warfare. While the characters of La Terre seek to pacify and possess nature 

(although, paradoxically, they are a part of the natural order), the characters of the 

combat novel are increasingly aware of existing alongside an indifferent nature. The 

Naturalist novel therefore considers nature as the container of all human drama, as 

both Baguley and Hewitt suggest. 22 The combat novel, however, portrays a natural 

world that exists alongside and removed from the tragedy of humanity at war. Thus, 

for example, in Le Prix de l'homme, Larreguy notes, as he sets off for his first battle 

in the heat of August 1914, ' "[l']ironie d'avoir un ciel aussi poetique pour aller oü 

nous allons" ' (p. 23). Similarly, in Le Valet de gloire, Corporal Debarque's anguish 

at his part in the death of Simon, killed after Debarque has ordered him to 

accompany an arrogant captain on a tour of the front line, is heard against the sound 

of crickets: 

"J'ai fait mourir un homme", prononca Tavin Debarque. 
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La cannonade qui lui repondait ebranlait la terre sans interrompre le concert des insectes 
joueurs de flute. (p. 236) 

It is this same indifference of nature that Mathieu and other combatants experience 
in contrast to their anguish at the anticipated defeat of France in Sartre's La Mort 
dans l'äme. 23 This distance between man and nature in the combat novel of the First 
World War marks a passage from the essentialist world view of the pre-war French 

novel to the early existential realisations of the early twentieth-century French novel. 
In this, the French combat novel is among the first to adumbrate an absurdist view of 
the natural world, for, as Camus states: 'L'absurde nait de cette confrontation entre 
Pappel humain et le silence deraisonnable du monde'. 24 Subsequently, the characters 

of the combat novel increasingly experience a sense of contingency vis-a-vis the 

world around them. The result is a sense of having been thrown into the world, of 
being dislocated from and irrelevant to the whole. While the character of the pre-war 

nationalist or the Naturalist novel might be considered, if only by the omniscient 

narrator, as part of the whole, the well-defined product of certain circumstances, 
both the character and frequently the narrator of the combat novel experience a 
Heideggerian disclosure of 'thrownness', of being cast randomly into the world. 
Thus, for the narrator of L'Ouragan, it is not the void of death that is terrifying; 

rather, it is the modern condition of existence itself: 

Ah! Pourquoi es-tu ne ä cette epoque vouee aux furies? Pourquoi ton pere et to mere n'ont-ils 
pas etrangle leur enfant? Le chaos oü ils tont jete en to donnant la vie est mille fois plus 
terrible que le neant. (p. 176) 

It is this realisation that, for Paul Foulquie, characterises 'l'angoisse existentialiste' 

which is 'moins la crainte d'un danger precis que le vif sentiment d'avoir ete jete lä 

sans l'avoir voulu'. 25 

Yet this divorce between man and the natural universe extends beyond a 

simple realisation of nature's indifference to humanity's presence towards a 

fundamentally antagonistic relationship. Just as much as the war itself, nature 

appears to actively pursue human suffering. As Mac Orlan writes in Les Poissons 

morts, the elements, through their indifference to the human plight, contribute to all 

combatants' misery: 'L'est la pluie de guerre, tenace, qui lutte pour son compte contre 

tous les soldats sans distinction de nationalite' (p. 42). In the eyes of the anti-war 

novelist, nature, perverted by war and fused with the scientific and technological, 
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actively works against man. As the platoon of Clarte struggle through a sap towards 

their first night in the trenches, Simon Paulin narrates: 'Il semblait que la terre faisait 

continuellement effort pour nous serrer, nous etouffer, et que par moments, brusque, 

eile nous frappait' (p. 106). 

However, such antipathy is not limited to the anti-war novel. As we have 

previously suggested, the entire genre interacts dialogically in order to produce a 

verbal core that informs our current image of the war as an absurd and brutalising 

process. Whilst obviously the ideological antithesis of the anti-war novel, the 

nationalist combat novel establishes its own ideological response to such an image 

of the war that underlies its description of the events of 1914-18. Whilst the 

absurdity of war underpins many a pacifist depiction of the conflict, elements of an 

absurdist view of the natural world emerge in the nationalist combat novel alongside 

the remnants of pre-war notions, such as the Baressian cult of la terre et les morts. 

Thus, in Philippe Barres's La Guerre a vingt ans, the narrator and Pratz feel the 

forces of nature working against man as they try to identify the dead of battle: 'Le 

ciel bas voulait etouffer, la pluie voulait laver sous nos yeux les sombres masques de 

la bataille' (p. 7). Indeed, and as Audouin-Rouzeau's work on the preoccupations of 

trench journals demonstrates, the impression that the natural elements were 

conspiring against the combatant was widespread among French troops. The weather 

is therefore a common feature of any description of the war frequently taking on 'la 

dimension d'une creature malefique'. 26 

These new relations between man and nature are bound in existential 

realisation. Increasingly man begins to feel that there is an incongruity between the 

precariousness of his individual presence and the constancy of nature. The spiritual 

elan of the departure for war cannot survive the stasis of trench warfare and the 

realisation of man's physicality and finitude in contrast to nature's seeming 

permanence. Indeed, in much French literature of the early twentieth century, this 

finitude remains the one tie that binds man to nature and the source of his resentment 

towards it. The elements that conspire against the combatant are merely indicative of 

a more sinister understanding to which the modern mind comes on the Western 

Front. The combatant is constantly reminded of his individual insignificance and 

contingency not only by the sheer scale of the war, but also by the presence of 
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corpses that surround him, acting as the permanent reminder of what awaits him in 
death, but also reflecting the power of nature over the human body in the dissolution 

of the dead. 

The constant threat of death arises not only from the conflict itself but also 
from man's contact with the earth. For Genevoix mud invades everything, depriving 

the world of colour, threatening to bury men before they have died. Even the sky 
becomes a dull reflection of the soil below: 

La boue a pris toutes choses, peu ä peu; eile a enseveli toute verdure, toute joie des yeux, que 
rebutent egalement la couleur du sol et la couleur du ciel, 1'une d'un brun ocreux et sale, 
1'autre d'un gris terne et pesant que nulle blancheur Wallege ni n'eclaire. (Ceux de 14, p. 218) 

The sound of water running becomes 'un bruissement perfide' (p. 218) as the viscous 

quality of the land adds to an increasing sense of the dissolution of the self and a 

return to the earth in death. Mud, as Leon Riegel observes, becomes a recurrent 
theme of the anti-war novel. 27 Combined with water, it constantly seeks to draw the 

combatant into itself, as Bernier suggests in his description of the trenches in La 

Percee: 

Pointes de godillots ou de demi-bottes, la boue; genoux triangulaires, la boue; un casque, un 
kepi ou au contraire un menton qui pointait devant le raccourci vertigineux d'un nez sailli de 
boue, d'un nez avec ses deux narines emplies de mastic. (p. 75) 

The examples are numerous, echoing throughout the anti-war novel as the 

expression of man's constant fear of slipping beneath the surface of life in the 

confrontation with death. The landscape of the Western Front therefore belongs to 

that of Northrop Frye's demonic world, 'an existential hell' characterised by 'the vast, 

menacing, stupid powers of nature [... ]' and existing as the dialectic opposite of the 

idyll to be found in Frye's apocalyptic world. 28 The landscape becomes a barren and 

threatening mineral world, while the presence of mud and water are emblematic of 'a 

realm of existence below human life, the state of chaos or dissolution which follows 

ordinary death, or the reduction to the organic'. 29 

We might presume the thought of the body's dissolution into the soil of the 

nation an unproblematic notion for the nationalist novel. However, some of the more 

striking examples of this fear of dissolution are to be found in the works of Philippe 

Barres, Malherbe, and Montherlant. The combatants of La Guerre a vingt ans 

's'etonnent confusement de trouver a la guerre, ce jeu conduit par 1'intelligence, les 
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memes aspects mysterieux et monotones qu'offrent les marees et les orages, ces 

phenomenes du regne inanime des choses' (p. 79). Even Alain, the ideological hero 

of the novel, develops a dislike of the natural world, only for it to be remedied at the 

war's conclusion. He too experiences: 

cette impression qu'entre la matiere inerte et l'espace indifferent, la conscience dont nous 
jouissons est un luxe sans prix, et si fragile! Un leger coup frappe sur notre corps la chasse et 
nous plonge dans 1'etat obscur dune plante, uniquement appliquee ä pousser la seve dans ses 
rameaux; un coup un peu plus fort nous jette dans la serie glacee des choses. (p. 87) 

Whilst the nationalist combat novel continues to echo the pre-war cult of la 

terre et les morts, more disquieting voices can also be heard and are more deserving 

of our attention. The nationalist combat novel is unable to maintain an unequivocal 

attitude to the sinister world of the Western Front. Indeed, La Flamme au poing goes 

some way to distance itself from its pre-war origins. In the fear that the narrator 

experiences in the face of death, Malherbe is expressing not just the fear of one 

character, but of a generation who are unable to find an adequate response to their 

condition in the pre-war absolutes with which they armed themselves in August 

1914. Thus we read: 

Pressentons-nous obscurement, dejä, que nous serons enfouis sous cette glebe amere, que 
nous nous confondrons avec tout ce qu'elle fait jaillir d'elle, que nous serons ä cette 
tenebreuse et vorace despote, sa nourriture, sa matiere et sa passion? (p. 220) 

Even the ultra-patriotic Rene des Touches seems to consider the natural world as the 

enemy of man in the sun's haste to decompose the fallen of the Marne. 30 Equally, in 

Le Songe, the dead seem to be reclaimed by the earth. Death becomes a sinister 

inversion of birth in the return to the mother earth, the narrator commenting of the 

intestines spilled by one corpse: 'On dirait un monstrueux cordon ombilical qui le 

relie a la Mere Terre' (p. 226). 

However, the sense of dissolution that awaits the body in death is not an 

original discovery on the part of the combat novelist. Numerous examples of the fear 

of dissolution can be found in both the novels of the Naturalists and those of Barres. 

The decline of Germinie Lacerteux into alcoholism and prostitution, for example, is 

prefigured in the downpour that sweeps over her after her first night of prostitution. 31 

Similarly, in Les Deracines, Barres's description of Mouchefrin's apartment after his 

part in the murder of Astine evokes the decay of his character corrupted by Paris and 
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his 'uprooting' from his native soil. Mouchefrin is reduced to the status of 'un titre 

submerge, une chose fuyante et rampante'. 32 The language of dissolution can 
therefore be traced back to the descriptive techniques of the late nineteenth-century 
French novel. Behind such a fear lies the aprehension that the individual is 

determined even to the point of his death by his natural and social universe. For the 

Naturalists, as much as for nationalists such as Barres and Bourget, dissolution 

results from the deterministic forces at work in the indivdiual. 

It is therefore not deterministic thought that lies behind this fear of natural 
dissolution that persists in the combat novel. Rather the combat novel continues to 

employ the language in which this fear was first expressed. The fear of dissolution in 

the combat novel represents the awareness of the one remaining claim that nature 

has over man: the inevitability of his death. The landscape of the Western Front is 

not a Naturalist landscape nor that of Barres's cult of la terre et les morts. It is 

increasingly the antithesis of all that is human, the natural world becoming 

associated with the solid, deathly world of the Sartrean en-soi in contrast to the 

human vitality of the pour-soi. When not obsessed with the thought of the body's 

dissolution into the mud and water of the trenches, the characters of the combat 

novel are engaged in a constant battle against petrification as they attempt to 

preserve their very life force. Thus the narrator of Le Feu comments: 'Les jambes ont 

une raideur ligneuse, les dos sont engourdis, les epaules meurtries. Les figures 

demeurent grises et noires: on dirait qu'on s'arrache mal de la nuit; on n'arrive plus 

jamais maintenant a s'en defaire tout a fait' (p. 94). Similarly, Bernier describes those 

killed during an assault in terms of petrification. Again we are aware of the contrast 

between the former vitality and movement of the human and the relative inanimacy 

of the object world: 

Ceux-lä avaient ete surpris en pleine detente; ils etaient tombes en avant, tous, et leurs 

membres conservaient des mouvements de course. Quelques-uns, qu'un hasard avait petrifies 

sur les genoux, paraissaient adorer la Mort pour 1'eternite. (p. 76) 

Equally, the nationalist combat novel, such as La Guerre a vingt ans, contrasts the 

vitality of living man with the inanimacy that awaits him as his body is reclaimed by 

nature: 'Alain hausse la tete au-dessus du parapet, et voit, dans l'herbe givree, des 

corps etendus, immobiles de l'immobilite des choses' (p. 60). 
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There is, therefore, a constant awareness of nature's lack of consciousness in 

contrast to the consciousness of those men threatened by death. As Raymond 
Lefebvre and Paul Vaillant-Couturier suggest in La Guerre des soldats, the natural 
world is synonymous with the solid, stone-like world of the en-soi. The stillness of 
night is equated with that of the deathly insensitivity of the object world: 

C'est alors que la Lune vint ä se lever. Joignant aux courtes lueurs rouges jaillies des canons 
sa clarte morte, eile enveloppa ces choses ruinees d'une phosphorescence sous-marine. Les 
reflets sanglants de la grande mare boueuse qui couvrait la terre jaillissante de sources, lac 
herisse d'epaves d'oü emergeaient des haillons roides de hautes maisons croulantes, et nulle 
trace de vie humaine. 33 

While the combat novel's fear of dissolution may echo that of the pre-war 

novel, the distance it establishes between man and nature and the constant reminder 

of death that confronts him in war prevent the interpretation of the individual's death 

as an unproblematic integration into the natural or national soil. The life of man is no 
longer contained within the natural cycle and reflected in the landscape which he 

inhabits. While the characters of Zola's novel sometimes envy and crave the peace to 

be found in death and the subsequent reintegration into the natural universe, the 

combat novel establishes a more antagonistic frame of mind in relation to the natural 

world. 34 Man no longer acquiesces before nature; he resents nature's claim over the 

body and opposes the inanimacy of the natural object world to the vitality of all that 

is human. In Le Prix de l'homme this leads Larreguy to reject his former cult of 

nature, since: 'La nature ne peut satisfaire notre cceur, eile est mysterieuse, insensible 

et cruelle' (p. 235). For Larreguy, whilst war is also cruel, it is at least human. This 

rejection of nature as the container of the human drama and the subsequent 

apposition of the human to the natural informs a radically different understanding of 

the landscape in the combat novel, an understanding that reflects the impossibility 

for modern man to establish his place in a universe governed by a broader system 

that exists beyond his problematic position in the present. Increasingly, the combat 

novel moves away from the organically evolving and objective universe of the pre- 

war novel, a universe in which man was contained, to a universe which is no longer 

rational or irrational, but, as Camus was to state, 'deraisonnable', a universe which is 

radically unfamiliar and fraught with the tensions of humanity at war. 35 
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2.3 The Horizon of War 

As we have stated, the late nineteenth-century novelist frequently considered the 

natural world as the container of the human drama. For both Naturalism and 
Barresian nationalism, the destiny of man is linked to the natural cycle; man is a 

product of nature. The combat novel represents an early attempt to point to the 

schism between man and the natural world whilst still drawing on its novelistic 

predecessors' preoccupations. Yet one of the fundamental perceptions and fears of 

the genre is that the world that was knowable, and which is recalled with nostalgia, 

has been replaced by the sinister and demonic world of war. The familiarity with the 

natural world which informs the quests of certain of Zola's characters, or that 

remains instinctive in the characters of Barres and Psichari, has been lost by modern 

man. Man is no longer able to contemplate nature in order to ascertain his place in 

the universe. The meaning and sense of totality available to man in deterministic 

thought are denied the modern mind. The heroes of the combat novel are no longer 

able to interpret the natural world as man's chaotic actions appear to place him 

beyond the realm of natural order and harmony. The case of Porterloo's return to 

Souchez in Le Feu is illustrative of this point. Already Barbusse refers to Souchez as 

the village where Porterloo lived jadis, quand il etait homme' (p. 194). His return is 

an attempt to rediscover the connection between the past and the present following a 

recent and highly improbable trip behind German lines, disguised as a member of an 

Alsatian regiment, during which he witnessed his wife entertaining German officers. 

Through thick fog, the narrator and Porterloo stumble on the village's remains. As 

the village has been the sight of recent attacks by both sides it is not dissimilar to the 

sector they have just left behind. While the narrator reassures Porterloo as to the 

fidelity of his wife, the fog lifts: 

La figure du soldat qui contemplait cela s'eclairait aussi d'un reffet de resurrection. Le 

printemps et l'espoir y deteignaient en sourire; et ses joues roses, ses yeux bleus si clairs et 
ses sourcils jaune d'or avaient Fair peints de frais. (p. 215) 

Returning to the trenches Porterloo even begins to talk of post-war plans. The good 

weather appears to legitimise all hopes as they pass through 'le portique', a doorway 

made of beams and telephone wires surrounded by a climbing plant, described as 'un 

arrangement, un decor de theatre' (p. 216). That evening the regiment are forced to 
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leave the front in a storm. The 'portique' has now become 'une espece de poterne 
sinistre faite de deux poteaux noirs perches l'un sur l'autre' (p. 220). The narrator's 

reference to 'poteaux', a term also used to refer to the stake to which condemned 

soldiers were tied, evokes the death that awaits Porterloo. A moment later a shell 
explodes and Porterloo is thrown into the air, 'une flamme a la place de la tete! ' (p. 
220). 

Here the absurdity lies in the inability of man to interpret his destiny in 

relation to a world which remains ignorant of his plight. For Tolbin Jones, it is this 
failure that marks a key difference between Barbusse's and Zola's depictions of the 

natural world. 36 The modern mind's anguish results from the nostalgia of a natural 
idyll that remained open to human interpretation. The combat novel genre, in this 

sense, is a literature of exile since its ties with the late nineteenth-century novel act 

as the constant reminder of a world that has been lost. There is in this a growing 

sense of 'not being "at home" in the world', a world where 'everyday familiarity 

collapses', or what Heidegger terms the unheimlich. 37 This sense of exile and the 

resultant anguish inform a depiction of the natural world that is no longer the model 
for human existence, but is both the reflection and source of humanity's deeper 

anxieties. Increasingly, therefore, the combat novel depicts a world in which the 

anguish of the modern mind transposes itself onto the world around it. 

In particular, man's increasingly antagonistic relations with the natural world 
begin to inform a Dantean interpretation of the landscape of war, where man is 

overwhelmed by the notion of his perdition and its reflection in the decay that awaits 

him in death. As Olivier Casabielhe's article on Le Feu demonstrates, Barbusse's 

evocation of the desolation of war draws heavily on Dante's Inferno, as does 

38 Clarte. Equally, Dorgeles describes the aftermath of battle in demonic terms: 

Cette route charriant des hommes, toujours des hommes, me semblait vivre d'une vie 
infernale, et je croyais voir, au loin, tous ces affluents de poussiere qui alimentent 
intarissablement le lit desseche du grand fleuve sans nom, le large Styx de pierre et de fumee 

oü semblent reposer tous les noyes du monde, sur un limon d'epaves et de lianes rouillees. 
(Les Croix de bois, p. 230) 

In L'Ouragan the explosion of a mine amidst the squalor of Verdun is described as 

'la trappe de l'enfer brusquement ouverte'. The victims are 'brüles, dechiquetes, 

eparpilles, jetes au gouffre oü roulaient, en vagues mugissantes, le feu, le sang, la 
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terre et les hachis de bete humaine' (p. 132). The front, as we have stated, resembles 
Frye's demonic world, where man is estranged from the idyll contained in an 

apocalyptic understanding of the world, and is cast out into a deadly labyrinth where 

nature appears to work against him. The evocation of Dante's Inferno is not purely a 
literary point of reference for the uninitiated, non-combatant reader; it is also 
indicative of a deeper sense of exile from those thought systems that could perceive 
human essence in man's relationship to the world around him. The recourse to the 

image of the inferno is more broadly suggestive of the loss of essence that man now 

perceives in the world. Much of the antagonism that man feels results from the 

reminder of his death that surrounds him in the world. The contemplation of the 

landscape of war leads to the contemplation of death on the part of the contemplator. 

Inevitably, therefore, the prolonged exposure to death concomitant with war 

leads to a sense of one's own and others' vulnerability. Hence Claude Lunant in Le 

Valet de gloire begins to see in others their potential for physical decay. The 

viscosity of the trenches extends beyond the physical state of the landscape and 

decaying corpses to the point of becoming an existential discovery on the part of 

characters and authors. Thus Lunant considers his comrades as 'monceaux 

d'entrailles haletantes' (p. 43) as they advance. Squads moving up to the front line 

appear to be 'des agglomerats de larves en mouvement' (p. 110). Similarly, in 

L'Ouragan, the battlefields of the Somme provide: 

le spectacle d'un immense cadavre aux entrailles repandues et sanglantes. Sur ces 
eventrements, devines ä travers une gaze de vapeurs livides, trainaient des souffles lents, qui 
apportaient par bouffees une epouvantable odeur de mort. (p. 145) 

During one patrol in Le Valet de gloire, Lunant's vision of no man's land is 

informed by his and other men's anguish at having to exist in such a world: 

Troupes et arbres vibrent, les terres vibrent, les arbres enflent, la lune fige, non, eile roussit. 
[... ] La guerre a tout envahi. Des larves succombent devant les yeux dans des eclairs. Le 

silence entre en folie. Les poitrines sont des marmites bouillantes. Herbes et baionnettes 

s'electrisent. La nuit est pleine jusqu'ä la gueule. (p. 95-96) 

The same sense of the unfamiliar and the uncertain informs a night patrol of Un Tel 

de l'armee francaise where the patrol are perturbed by 'mille bruits [... ] confus, 

indetermines' (p. 221). There is in this transposition of human paranoia on to the 

landscape that surrounds man a reversal of the nineteenth-century tendency to see in 
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nature a model of human destiny. Instead, nature is the symbol of human anguish. 
The combat novel therefore begins to reflect Nietzsche's belief that, 'from an artistic 

standpoint, nature is no model'. 39 We might see in such descriptions a reflection of 

modern man's degenerate state or 'the decline of his type' since the landscape is 

charged with his sense of the immanence of death on the Western Front. 40 

In the late nineteenth-century novel we can consider man's relationship with 

nature to provide what Bakhtin terms an aesthetically consummating environment. 
For Bakhtin, the hero of the novel is completed by the way in which the author 
locates him within a particular cultural, social, or natural setting. 41 The individual 

hero is therefore defined by his exterior relations. In Naturalism and Barresian 

nationalism this is achieved through the hero's relationship to those elements that 

define him: race, milieu, and moment. In this way, the external world is meaningful 

to both the author and the hero, provided the latter comes to accept the limits 

imposed on him by his environment. However, outside art, Bakhtin points to a more 

problematic relationship with the world around us. In the present I experience the 

world not as an all-encompassing environment, but as a problematic horizon against 

which my purposive and ever future-orientated 'I-for-myself must act. 42 Deprived of 

an all-encompassing and defining sense of environment, the characters of the combat 

novel frequently consider the world of war in such terms. 

However, the perception of the world of war as a problematic horizon is not 

just limited to characters. The combat novelist finds himself confronted with the 

same perception in his being in-history. Contrary to Casabielhe's assertion, the 

carnet de guerre and the novel form interact, rather than contradict each other. 43 The 

genre therefore reflects this sense of a world that has no inherent or known value to 

humanity, a world in which man is no longer contained or consummated. The 

anguish that the narrator and the men of Le Feu experience as they advance into 

battle is no longer confined to the socio-historic specificity of the novel, but is 

emblematic of the anguish that marks much of the early twentieth-century novel's 

engagement with history as it unfolds in the present: 

Mais on ne s'arrete plus. 
"Avancez! Avancez! " [... ] L'essoufflement se traduit en gemissements rauques et on continue 
ä se jeter sur ('horizon. (p. 317) 
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The Western Front therefore has no inherent or guaranteed meaning for the 

combatants of these novels. The world is no longer considered in terms of its 

eventual knowability, or, to borrow from Heidegger's lexicon, as 'present-at-hand'. 44 

Rather it is the problematic realm of possibility. The world of war becomes the 

meaningless horizon upon which man must seek out new meaning. Owing to the 
distance that has now been established between man and the natural world any sense 

of totality must come from other sources and, principally, from his engagement with 
his time. It is this troubling discovery that informs and exhilarates Bricoule in his 

decision to rejoin the French army in Le Songe. Thus the approach to the front 

becomes a return to a mystical place that contains the possibility for warrior-like 

glory, and the elevation of the self in its participation in history, or ignominy in 

physical suffering and an anonymous death: 

On ne savait pas si c'etait une chose toute proche, ä une heure de marche, ou bien un songe 
qui s'eloigne ä mesure qu'on avance et qui va s'envoler dans le ciel de turquoise morte. On ne 
savait pas si c'etait une lepre, une maladie du monde, cette plaque de cicatrices et de verrues, 
ou bien le lieu pur, brüle par les simouns de 1'esprit, le sommet d'r lection que tonte la 
montagne soulevait, offrait toujours plus haut. (p. 47) 

The sense that the world around the combatant is one of possibility and uncertainty 

informs Bricoule's perception of the front as 'un monde en enfance qui d'instant en 

instant change de forme' (Ibid., p. 67). 

While pre-war thought systems continue to make themselves heard, it would 

be wrong to neglect those newer or modified discourses that emerge in the genre. To 

see in Le Feu only a replication of the Naturalist novel is to favour one voice over all 

others. 45 Similarly, whatever the intentions of the nationalist combat novelist to 

imitate the works or thought of Barres, these surviving discourses are modified or 

enter into dialogue with newer and possibly contradictory discourses. While, for 

example, the cult of la terre et les morts lives on in the nationalist combat novel, it 

enters into conflict with that voice which is existential in tone and which 

reverberates throughout the genre, pointing to man's fragility and contingency in 

contrast to the stony permanence of nature. The underlying realisation of both the 

anti-war and nationalist novel is that man can no longer turn to nature as a model of 

human existence or destiny. Rather, the world around the combatant is alive with the 

anxieties of man reflected in the problematic horizon against which he must act. 

55 



While many late nineteenth-century novels are infused with the confidence that 

results from a faith in the potential knowability of the world, a confidence that 

informs the events and structures of the novel, the combat novel is engaged in the 

unresolved present. 

It is in this realisation and the resultant anguish on the part of the combat 

novelist and his characters that much of the modernity of the genre resides. Hence 

also, perhaps, the dissatisfaction that many readers feel with a genre that retains a 

nostalgia for pre-war thought systems without fully developing an aesthetic of the 

absurd. The distance that the combat novel begins to establish between man and the 

natural world is more fully developed in the works of Malraux, Nizan, and Sartre. 

However, its initial expression, drawing on and developing some of the 

preoccupations of the Naturalist and nationalist novel of the late nineteenth century, 

is to be found in the French combat novel of the First World War. 

We can therefore consider this schism in the novel to mark an existential 

understanding of the universe in that man can no longer turn to nature for a model of 

human essence. This understanding is further reflected, as we shall now establish, in 

the changing perceptions of time and space in the French combat novel. These 

changes are informed by the combat novelist's interpretation of the world around as a 

problematic horizon where the individual's life is lived out in the constant awareness 

of the immanence of death, rather than as an encompassing environment. Crucially it 

is this awareness that informs the combat novel's understanding of time and space, 

establishing temporal and spatial paradigms for the committed novel of the early 

twentieth century through its development of what we shall term the chronotope of 

the absurd. 
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3 THE CHRONOTOPE OF THE ABSURD 

It is in his essay 'Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel' that Bakhtin defines 

the chronotope as 'the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relations that 

are artistically expressed in literature'. ' From this he goes on to explain how changes 
in the perception of time and space in art are indicative of broader generic change, 

particularly in the novel. In this way the chronotope (or chronotopes, as more than 

one may exist dialogically within a text) becomes the driving force behind a nascent 

genre. 

Those changes that begin to distance the combat novel from the Naturalist 

and Barresian nationalist novel are further reinforced by the differing perceptions of 

time and space that inform late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century 

novels. As we have stated in the previous chapter, both Naturalism and Barresian 

nationalism consider the world as fundamentally knowable. Such a faith is reflected 
in the late nineteenth-century novel's temporal structure and in the importance that is 

afforded to man's understanding of, and place within, the natural world. Whilst both 

genres frequently mirror what many consider to be the traditional structure of the 

nineteenth-century novel, depicting the biographical struggle of an individual with 

his or her epoch, such a struggle is inextricably linked to the natural evolution or 

dissolution of the novel's principal character. The predominent theme of the late 

nineteenth-century novel is the rise or fall of a hero or anti-hero in a time of 

decadence. One need think only of the downfall of Robert Greslou in Bourget's Le 

Disciple or the unscrupulous rise of Eugene Rougon in Zola's Les Rougon- 

Macquart. Whereas the works of Flaubert and Stendhal make no explicit reference 

to any determinist system at work in the individual's life, in the late nineteenth 

century Naturalism and nationalism begin to consider the hero's biography as subject 

to those natural laws that determine all human life. Such a view points to the 

continuity that humanity will always find reflected for itself in nature. The plot of the 

late nineteenth-century novel evolves, or dissolves, towards an inevitable 

conclusion, a conclusion that depends entirely on the interaction, successful or 

otherwise, of the hero and his socio-historic moment. 
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However, the distance established in the combat novel between man and the 

natural world renders the world unfamiliar and modifes significantly the combatant's 

perception of time and space. Thus the opening of La Debacle is in contrast to the 
lack of precision concerning the location of many combat novels. Zola begins by 

pinpointing the action in time and space: 'A deux kilometres de Mulhouse, vers le 

Rhin, au milieu de la plaine fertile, le camp etait dresse [... ] sous le jour finissant de 

cette soiree d'aoüt' (p. 19). As David Baguley establishes, employing Gerard 

Genette's terms in Naturalist Fiction, Zola intends his novels to be both histoire and 

recit, both documented fact and narrative (pp. 10-11). In the combat novel, precise 

references to location and dates are often absent in order to emphasise the universal 

anonymity of western-front trenches and to establish a direct relationship with all 

anciens combattants (with the exception of Genevoix's Ceux de 14). Even those 

combat novels that adhere more closely to the diary form are unable to locate events 

precisely in time and space, a problem further reflected in Pierre Chaine's Les 

Memoires dun rat. Thus, the soldiers find it impossible to pinpoint the exact day and 

time that they should have Christmas dinner: 

il faut donc preciser que le sejour avait ete mouvemente, que les journaux parvenaient 
irregulierement et que ni le repos, ni la soupe, ni les corvees n'etaient regles sur le soleil, si 
bien qu'ä force de dormir le jour et de travailler la nuit, la notion du temps s'etait brouillee. 
(p. 164)2 

In those novels that attempt to maintain precise spatio-temporal references, 

such as Le Prix de l 'komme, there is a gradual loss of precision to the extent that 

there are no longer individual battles, just constant alerts, brief attacks and counter 

attacks; there is only a constant condition. Indeed, the Western Front, despite its 

importance in the history of the war, is seen as isolated in space and time. The 

combat novel's depiction of the front, and of battle in particular, can often be 

considered as recit. 3 This in itself represents a certain break with many nineteenth- 

century concepts of history and warfare. Zola expects us to consider the defeat of 

1870 in Naturalist terms: the entire fiasco is due to an inept political regime led by a 

weak Napoleon III. Not only is this explicit in Zola's various glimpses of the 

Emperor as the army falls back on Sedan, but also, if we consider La Debacle as a 

culminating novel in the Rougon-Macquart series, our image of the Second Empire 
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is founded on such concepts and the military defeat of 1870 only confirms the 

reader's fears. For Naturalism history is a process of cause and effect. 
When we consider the combat novel, there appears to be no determinist force 

behind the war. Despite many historians' explanation of the origins of the war in 

terms of a domino effect, brought about by the system of alliances, such an 

explanation is rejected by the combat novel. Again the genre adopts a dialogic tone 

concerning the nature of history as seen in the war. As a corpus, the combat novel 
does not come to a single conclusion, but a dialogue is engaged where cause and 

effect as a logical explanation are questioned. Maurois, in fact, uses cause and effect 

to support a growing belief in the fundamentally random and absurd nature of 

history. In Chapter 8 of Les Silences du Colonel Bramble, for example, the narrator 

describes the death of Private Scott. Scott asks for a transfer out of the trenches 

following his recent marriage and the arrival of a more energetic and bellicose 

captain in his sector. As a mechanic behind the lines, he believes himself safe. In 

parallel to this the narrator relates the activities of a German artillery officer. 

Realising his wife has been unfaithful, Reineker vents his rage by firing at the 

British lines. The shell is caught by the wind and explodes in Scott's bedroom: 

Des Tors la serie Reinecker et la serie Scott se trouverent avoir un point commun. En cc point 
la poitrine de 0275 Private Scott, absorba la force d'un obus de 305 et la transforma en 
lumiere et en chaleur, cc qui, entre autres consequences, mit fin ä la serie Scott. 4 

Maurois's ironical portrayal of cause and effect admits elements of the absurd: the 

German officer's haste, brought on by a situation he cannot control, and the random 

factor of the wind. 

Given the combat novel's inability to consider the war in terms of causality, 

the plot of the combat novel no longer mirrors that of the evolving, organic plot of 

its immediate predecessors. Whilst individual novels differ, both John Cruickshank 

and Paul Fussel have pointed out the resemblance between the combat novel, with 

its 'cycle of anticipation, action, withdrawal -a variation on departure, quest, return 

[... ]', and epic romance. 5 Cruickshank therefore discerns a more cyclical nature in the 

combat novel. However, he also points out that the events that make up the body of 

the novel, those that occur between the baptism of fire and the return or death of the 

main character, resemble a 'mosaic'. 6 The constant skirmishes, night patrols, or days 
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spent in anticipation of battle are fundamentally interchangeable and inform the 

combatant's principal experience of war. Whilst the introduction and the conclusion 

of these novels do confer a certain structure on these experiences, which is essential 
if the novelist intends there to be any polemical or ideological interpretation of his 

text, the heroes and narrators are frequently struck, in between initiation and return, 
by the absence of progression or cycle. As Clavel muses in Clavel soldat: 'Le temps 

nest plus du temps humain, il est sans coupe, sans jours et sans semaines' (p. 173). 

The combatant is therefore possessed by a sense of temporal and spatial isolation, 

what the narrator of L'Ouragan refers to as 'la vague conscience d'etre tombe hors du 

monde connu, dans la folie du temps et de 1'espace' (p. 225). 

It is in this sense of entrapment and of the impossibility of progression that 

much of our notion of the First World War as an absurd process resides. While this 

is characteristic of the general boredom of the trenches (what the French combatant 

referred to as le cafard), it is also highly suggestive of a novelistic awareness of the 

absurd, differentiating the combat novel substantially from its predecessors in its 

subsequent effects not only on the structure of the early twentieth-century committed 

novel, but also its very understanding of history. At the heart of this treatment of 

time and space, which we shall define as the chronotope of the absurd, is an 

unwitting modernist sense that historical or even biographical direction is a human 

construct and that, as Erich Auerbach states in respect to modernist thinking, reality 

is less ordered. 7 

3.1 Temporal Alienation 

One of the more obvious common themes that links both the nationalist and anti-war 

novel is the distance that both establish between their combatant characters and a 

civilian society that has little concept of the reality of war. While this is usually 

muted in the nationalist novel, a certain antagonism between the combatant and the 

civilian nevertheless makes itself felt. The full significance of this will be treated in 

subsequent chapters, but the common topoi of this antagonism are the exploitation of 

the combatant by petits commercants and, more generally, the failure of civilian 

society to comprehend the nature of war at the front. Of more importance here, 

however, is the general sense that the Western Front is removed from French society, 

as are those who fight there. As the narrator of Le Valet de gloire attests, the 
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mobilisation of 1914 signals a break from the civilian world of peacetime: 'On avait 
le sentiment de passer d'un monde a l'autre' (p. 10). 

This feeling of divorce from the usual passage of time is expressed equally 
by the nationalist combat novel. L Appel du sol opens with a regiment of chasseurs 

alpins in Lorraine in August 1914 immediately coming under fire from unseen 
German artillery. Even before trench warfare begins Bertrand's characters feel a 

certain sense of loss in battle: 'On sentait que la bataille etait engagee sur un front 

immense et qu'on n'etait qu'un point dans l'espace ensanglante, qu'une minute dans le 

temps' (p. 44). There is no sense, on the individual's part, of being the culminating 

point of a nation's heredity, of participating in a war determined by German 

barbarism and a French sense of order (though Bertrand will try to impose one later). 

Instead, the present is an alien environment, no longer the obvious product of the 

past. As one of the novel's officers, Lucien Fabre, points out: ' "Je n'ai jamais eu une 
impression d'isolement aussi intense qu'au milieu de ce tumulte" ' (p. 58). As 

Corporal Breval's dying declaration of his wife's infidelity reveals in Les Croix de 

bois, the small role given to the past is purely personal, inaccessible to other 

members of the platoon. Therefore it no longer defines the individual. 

Trench warfare reinforces this sense of exclusion from society. Whilst the 

characters of the nineteenth-century French novel are primarily defined by their 

relation to their social environment, the combatant is faced with the abolition of his 

pre-war social self in his absorption into a mass army. While the late nineteenth- 

century character often existed as the well-defined product of the past, through the 

determinants of race, milieu, and moment, whence the notion of his essence, the 

combatant character perceives little or no connection between his present self and 

that of his past. The present seems severed from the past. Man is no longer able to 

grasp a sense of his totality in time, and therefore of his essence: 'Rares instants oü 

Pon se souvient d'avoir ete un homme, d'avoir ete un maitre, le plus puissant de tous: 

son maitre' (Les Croix de bois, p. 215). Whilst the past is entirely social, the present 

is marked by estrangement from society. In this way characters seize their past selves 

as en-soi objects where social unity of essence is apparent. It is precisely this 

perceived absence of, and nostalgia for, unity that leads to a sense of alienation in 

the present. The individual, deprived of the all that defined him in his day to day 
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actions, is left facing the void of his present being. Thus the narrator of Vie des 

martyrs remarks in respect to his patients: 

Comme il est difficile de penser ä ce qu'ils ont ete, aux hommes qui, il ya un an, marchaient 
dans la rue, hersaient la terre, ou ecrivaient Bans un bureau! Le present est trop aigu. Les 
voici par terre, comme une belle oeuvre outragee. 8 

Equally Larreguy is struck by the contrast between his past, marked by a sense of 
progression and purpose in his pre-war education, and '1'abime oü il se voit jete! ' (Le 
Prix de l'homme, p. 60). The result is a combination of anguish and nostalgia: 

anguish at man's discovery of the void of consciousness in the present and nostalgia 
for his essence, or nature, in the past. As Sartre states: 'L'est en tant que cette nature 

est une exigence sans etre un recours qu'elle est saisie comme angoissante'. 9 

However, while the Sartrean hero can project himself into the future, 

however uncertain it may be, the hero of the combat novel is closer to Camus's 

komme absurde in his inability to place any realistic hope in a individual future. In 

the trenches future hopes, outside those later posited by the polemic of the novel, lie 

in short term possibilities. For Farfadet in Le Feu, la bonne blessure ' "est la seule 

chose qu'un pauvre soldat puisse esperer qui ne soit pas fou" ' (p. 89). Similarly, in 

Un Tel de l'armee francaise, the early optimism of Franconi's characters in battle 

gives way to a realisation of the absence of hope and of the severance from their past 

that faces them in combat: 'Il y avait une douleur poignante a voir tant de jeunes 

hommes, nes a peine a l'amour, mourir sans espoir de revoir les villes trepidantes et 
les campagnes silencieuses de leur enfance' (p. 149). 

In contemplating his own future, the combatant is constantly confronted by 

the possibility of his own death. As Werth states in respect to Clavel, to assault the 

enemy lines is to cast oneself into the horizon of war and towards the future. There 

are only two possible outcomes: death or a stay of execution: 'Clavel a le sentiment 

d'un temps, bien plus que d'un espace, a franchir. Il viendra un moment oü ce bruit 

cessera. Entre le moment present et la fin, le sort aura decide' (p. 135). 

Similarly, the narrator of La Flamme au poing comments of the individual 

combatant: 

Si loin qu'aille son regard dans ses espaces restreints, il ne distingue que la guerre, que des 
soldats qui agissent et pensent comme lui. Et ä la limite de cet horizon etouffant, la mort... La 
conscience se seche et se defait. (p. 134) 
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The immanence of death on the front prevents any realistic hope for the future, as 
Favigny notes: 

La mort nous entretient. Elle nous ecrase, fair manque sous la cloche, 1'air manque. 
Esperer! Non. Elle est trop possible. (La Percee, p. 204) 

Death is therefore both a constant presence and a threat. Combat is for the narrator of 
Gaspard 'cette vie nouvelle, oü des hommes aux idees vagues, aux corps souffrants, 

attendaient dans le brouillard, la froideur et la boue, les arrets du Destin' (p. 205). 

Similarly, in Le Sel de la terre, the German shelling of French troops and the gradual 

approach of death, reminds the hero, Bussieres, of 'le pendule de Poe, tranchant, 

effile comme une lame de rasoir, qui peu ä peu, avec une lenteur suppliciante, se 

rapproche du condamne, le menace, l'effleure de son balancement, le frole, le touche 

sans le tuer' (p. 193). The contemplation of the future therefore obliges the 

combatant to acknowledge the likelihood of his own death. As Sartre expresses it, 

this anxiety in respect to the future is 'la conscience d'etre son propre avenir sur le 

mode du n'etre pas'. 10 As Paulin suggests in Clarte, such a realisation acts as the 

potential negation of all that one was in the past, considers oneself to be in the 

present, or to be in the future: 'Quand on regarde droit, on finit par voir l'immense 

evenement: la mort. Il n'y a qu'une chose qui signifie reellement toute notre vie, c'est 

notre mort' (p. 288). In this way, the combat novel adumbrates the central problem of 

much early twentieth-century committed literature: how to act meaningfully in a 

world where our actions appear negated by death. 

As Bakhtin states, the contemplation of the future 'is not, for myself, an 

organic continuation or growth of my past and present - not a crowning fulfilment of 

them. Rather, it is an essential abolition [... ] of my own past and present'. ' 1 Any 

sense of individual unity of being in the present therefore results from the adoption 

of a 'to-be-attained meaning' which informs my present actions. 12 When the present 

and the future fail to coincide, or when the future is denied me, my sense of unity 

'disintegrates into factually existent, senseless fragments of being'. 13 In this way 

Bakhtin serves us well in our understanding of many combatants when faced with 

thoughts of the future. The organic, evolutionary concept of the self that informed 

late nineteenth-century novelistic characterisation breaks down in the combat novel; 

severed from their past and realising, like Clavel, that 'l'avenir est impossible' 
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(Clavel soldat, p. 286), combatant characters are constantly cast back into the stasis 

and eternal present of war. The result, as Bakhtin's thinking suggests, is the self s 

sense of fragmentation, although Bakhtin resolves this through the presence of the 

other as a source of completion, a notion to which we shall return in Part 2 of this 

thesis. In the case of Lunant in Le Valet de gloire this dispersal of the self is more 
broadly suggestive of the failure of pre-war essentialist concepts of man: 

Dans l'esprit de Claude un monde basculait. Lampes eteintes, notions abolies, absence de 
personnalite. Il eut conscience qu'il ne restait de lui, au bord d'un puits en rumeur, que sa tete 
de vingt-sept ans, posee en joue sur un fusil, le point de mire sur l'oeil, musculeuse, enduite 
d'amertume, semee d'une barbe de huit jours. (p. 46) 

The result of this closure to the future and severance from the past is the 

impression of existing in an eternal present. The narrator of Le Feu comments: 'L'est 

un effroyable rideau qui nous separe du monde, nous separe du passe et de l'avenir' 

(p. 313). This impression is reinforced by the monotony of army routine, as Aurelle 

explains in a letter to his wife in Les Silences du Colonel Bramble: 'Un matin gris se 
leve sur la plaine spongieuse. Aujourd'hui sera ce qu'a ete hier, demain ce 

qu'aujourd'hui aura ete' (p. 35). The Western Front is peopled by 'Robinsons 

bombardes' (p. 39). In this we perceive what would later be formulated by Camus as 

an initial perception of the absurd, since the frame of mind of l'homme absurde is 

one of isolation and exile: 'Cet exil est sans recours puisqu'il est prive des souvenirs 

d'une patrie perdue ou de l'espoir d'une terre promise. Ce divorce entre 1'homme de 

sa vie, l'acteur et son decor, c'est proprement le sentiment de 1'absurdite'. 14 

As if anaesthetised by the repetition of the gestures that mark army routine, 

men are unable to focus on the passage of time as they would in society. In Ceux de 

14 the stasis of war, only interrupted by movement to or from the front line, 

becomes: 

un rythme bete de calendrier, une giration ecoeurante de manege, qui ne s'arrete jamais [... ]. 
Et toujours, en tournant, les memes dos sont devant nos yeux, les memes epaules contre les 

nötres; et ce sont les memes yeux, derriere nous, qui regardent tourner nos dos. (p. 501-02) 

Estranged from a conventional chronology apparent in social life, the modern hero of 

the combat novel experiences temporal flux. In this we perceive the distinction made 

by Sartre between temps (time as a rational social construct) and temporalite (the 

fluidity of the self in the present). 15 On the Western Front the individual, constantly 

66 



thrown back into the present, is unable to grasp his own essence and, like Genevoix's 

narrator, comes to realise his own lack of temporal coincidence in the present 

moment: 

Tout est vide. Je ne peux pas sentir autre chose, exprimer autre chose que cela. Tout ce qui 
emplit le monde, d'ordinaire, ce flux de sensations, de pensees et de souvenirs que charrie 
chaque seconde du temps, il n'y a plus rien. (Ibid., p. 557) 

Consequently, he comes to the conclusion that: 'Je vis absurdement. Cela ne 

m'etonne plus: tout est absurde' (p. 597). 

For Genevoix's men the war is a sort of eternal condition that will persist in 

their minds long after the cessation of hostilities to the extent that survival will be 

merely continuation: 

"Qui Bait meme? Puisque la guerre, decidement, s'accroche au monde comme un chancre, qui 
sait si ne viendra un temps oü le monde aura pris l'habitude de continuer ä vivre avec cette 
salete sur lui? Les choses iraient leur train [... ], la guerre etant lä, toleree, acceptee. Et ce 
serait le train normal des choses que les hommes jeunes fussent condamnes ä mort. " (p. 262) 

Consequently, the landscape around the combatant, if not already marred by war, is 

considered in terms of its potential use for battle: 

On ne disait pas: "Quel beau point de vue! " mais "Quel bon observatoire! " ni "Quels beaux 

champs de ble!... " mais "Quel beau champ de tir!... " 
A force de comparer le terrain avec la carte, Fun se confondit avec lautre et les details du 

paysage n'eveillerent plus en nous que les signes topographiques qui les representaient sur le 

papier. (Les Memoires dun rat, p. 178) 

Combatant characters frequently experience time less as what Kermode 

terms kairos, directional and charged with meaning, and more as chronos, a 

succession of events deprived of an end-significance. 16 The anguished sense of 

entrapment in the present that periodically besets the heroes of the combat novel 

represents not only exclusion from society itself, but also an exclusion from the 

notion of humanity as it progresses through time. As H. J. Blackhan states, the notion 

of individual progression through time is essential to any humanist's perception of 

the individual self. Thus he writes: 

The phased plan of life which links the present with the past and the future is a fundamental 

technique which gives an orientation and a contemplative and practical grasp of one's life as 

a whole, so that one lives as the owner of more than is currently available. " 
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This sense of connection between past, present, and future is of equal importance to 

those pre-war notions of nationalism that seek to survive in the combat novel. Yet 

the characters of the combat novel are not only, as Bernier remarks of Favigny, 'hors 

du temps, de l'espace [... ] (p. 35), but also, as Florian-Parmentier writes, 'des gens 

exclus, en quelque sorte, de l'humanite' (p. 81). Their impression of history as it 

manifests itself on the Western Front is that it is a random, not progressive, process 

that escapes the control of those who, from the safety of civilian society, seek to 

impose on it ideological schema not born of the war experience. Whatever the 

avowed ideology of the individual author, the combat novel is marked collectively 

by the fear that history, as exemplified by the nature of modem war, contains no 

inherent direction. For Rieuneau the literature of the Great War is therefore often 

marked by a dual refusal of civilian society and of the belief in a rational universe. ' 8 

Although the refusal of rational explanations of the universe may be less 

problematic for the nationalist novel, it nevertheless results in a certain confusion of 

tones in the descriptive techniques of the entire genre. The chronotope of the absurd, 

which isolates the present from the temporal continuum that is perceived in much 

nineteenth-century thinking, represents a break with the evolutionary and progressive 

concepts of time that inform pre-war novelistic writing. Distanced from nature and 

the notion of human history as evolution, the combat novel resorts to language and 

imagery that pre-dates the Enlightenment, from which both Naturalism and 

Barresian nationalism have descended. The immanence of death, which is the 

principal characteristic of the chronotope of the absurd, informs a network of images 

and symbols that lie behind the combat novelist's spatial depiction of the front, a 

depiction that is suggestive of not only war but of history itself as what Genevoix 

terms'[une] farce demente' (Ceux de 14, p. 596). 

3.2 Fete Absurde 

The immanence of death in the French combat novel is a deciding force in the 

emergence of the chronotope of the absurd, for it is this constant threat of death that 

prevents the individual from imagining a realistic personal future beyond the war. In 

this way, the French combat novel establishes one of the prevalent preoccupations of 

the committed novel in the early twentieth century. As Robert Wohl points out, the 

Great War obliged not only the combatant generation to contemplate death in the 
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trenches but also those, like Andre Malraux, who might reasonably have assumed 
that they too would have to take part in a war that, even in the spring of 1918, 

showed no signs of ending. 19 Inevitably, death becomes a principal preoccupation 

not only of those writers who experienced it first hand during the war, but also of the 
following generation of French novelists since, in the period of 1914-1945, it is a 

constant presence in all political confrontation with the forces of history. Death in 

the early twentieth-century novel is often sudden and brutal, and frequently 

politicised. The combat novel is among the first to realise, albeit unwillingly for 

some novelists, the implications of such a death in the modern world. 
An obsession with death is therefore inevitable and the attempt to find a 

language sufficient to convey the full horror of a potentially absurd death will send 

the combat novelist back to a variety of older motifs and genres. For, while the 

expression of the absurd in the novels of Beauvoir, Camus, and Sartre appears 

clearer and less ambivalent, the combat novelist still possesses a certain nostalgia for 

the apparently ordered world of the avant-guerre. His response to the constant 

menace of death in modern history is more alarmed and linguistically less self- 

assured. 

It is the impression of the constant presence of death that informs the spatial 

as well as the temporal parameters of the chronotope of the absurd. Equally, the 

failure of the rational mind to comprehend or to impose its intellectual schema onto 

the events that it confronts sends the combat novelist back to a variety of images that 

predate the Enlightenment and which point to the fundamentally incomprehensible, 

if not irrational, nature of modern warfare and, by extension, history. These images 

inform a vision of history that underlies the depiction of war in both the nationalist 

and anti-war novel that we shall term fete absurde. 

The choice of this term is, in part, due to the frequent comparisons that the 

combatant or the narrator makes between the war and aspects of the fete foraine. 

Genevoix therefore describes the atmosphere of the front in terms of 'une joie de 

kermesse dechainee, des petards qui claquent, des tambours qui roulent, des grosses 

caisses battues a tour de bras... ' (Ceux de 14, p. 635), whilst Werth talks of the 

explosion of shells at night as 'le 14 juillet des taupes' (Clavel soldat, p. 156). 

Dorgeles describes such explosions with equal irony and in terms of a 'vision 
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splendide des nuits de guerre' (Les Croix de bois, p. 133). For Barbusse it is all part 
of '[ce] grand decor d'opera feerique et sinistre devant lequel rampe, grouille et 
clapote notre troupe basse, toute noire' (Le Feu, p. 267). All of this is then set against 
the sound of war which, for Duhamel in Civilisation, arises from 'une mosaique de 

souffrance [... ] bruissante des cris, des lamentations, des hoquets qui sont la voix 
meme et la musique de la guerre'. 20 For Bernier, the confrontation with death in 
battle becomes a voyage into the swirling danse macabre of history. As the French 

await a German counter-attack after another failed attack of their own, Favigny's 

perception of the battle around him is that of a demonic carnival in which modern 

man is trapped. There is no direction, no order, merely a cacophony of sounds and 
lights: 

Aä, aha, ää, aha! A droite, ä gauche de la pente qui les protege, le feu d'artifice exsangue des 
fusees boches s'allume; la fusillade hesite, s'accelere, s'affole; les petarades regulieres des 
mitrailleuse, motifs de la maigre symphonie percutante, bronchent sur l'entrechoc des 
osselets de mille squelettes. 
La clameur, la clameur du peuple male qui se rue et se saoüle, s'affaire, se resorbe dans 
l'espace buveur. (La Percee, p. 55) 

The chronotope of the absurd is characterised by both temporal stasis and absorption 
into what Bernier terms 'l'espace buveur'. 

Yet this comparison extends beyond an obvious descriptive technique and 
informs a vision of the war as an absurd festival that perturbs those minds more 
familiar with the progressive temporal and spatial paradigms of late nineteenth- 

century thinking. The festival that unfolds before the eyes of the combat novelist and 
his characters is akin to some of the more grotesque aspects of Medieval carnival. 

For the narrator of L'Ouragan, the procession of soldiers towards the Somme is 'un 

spectacle d'un autre age' (p. 162) where the various makeshift uniforms of the men 

'font croire a je ne sais quelle cavalcade moyenageuse, interpolee dans nos moeurs 

comme un pastiche' (p. 163). In this, fete absurde leads to a certain Medieval 

eschatology. At the same time, the evocation of the fete foraine or the carnival 

allows a more general quality of the fantastic and the grotesque to enter into the 

genre. This confusion of tones suggests the troubled mind of the combat novelist as 

the world of pre-war certainties meets the chaos of modern warfare. History becomes 

an absurd and deadly spectacle in which man is cast. Yet the language of fete 

absurde, with its fusion of the medieval, the fantastic, and the grotesque, draws on 
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the same language as that of Bakhtinian carnival and, by considering it in respect to 

carnival and Bakhtin's analysis of the Middle Ages, we may gain a greater 

appreciation of its function and significance in the combat novel. 

The sense that death is a constant possibility that awaits man on the horizon 

of war finds its spatial expression in the frequent personification of death in the 

combat novel . 
21 For the narrator of La Percee, death is masked in everyday society 

since: 'La societe, en effet, a peur de la mort et cache la mort pour vivre plus ä l'aise' 

(p. 15). In contrast, the characters of the combat novel perceive it as a constant 

presence. In L'Ouragan, Florian-Parmentier talks of 'la mort qui rode, [... ] et vous 

cherche, et vous avertit qu'elle vous cherche, puis se derobe, puis revient et 

recommence a vous dire: "Je suis lä... je ne t'oublie pas... tu auras ton tour" ' (p. 277). 

Thus death is seen actively to seek its victims, as Dorgeles's narrator suggests in Les 

Croix de bois when describing the body of a wounded soldier: 

Le buste raide, ses deux bras de bouillie sanglante ne tenant plus que par les manches 
lacerees. Son nez etait mince, pince, comme si la mort avait cherche ä 1'etouffer. (p. 172) 

In the final battle of the novel, this impression intensifies as Sulphart is trapped by 

the body of a dying man after a shell explodes: 'Alors, devant sa face, contre ses 

yeux, Sulphart vit la Mort dans le regard du vieux' (p. 256). Once wounded, Sulphart 

sets off for the clearing-station. His sense of death as a physical embodiment that 

awaits the wounded has become hallucinatory in its intensity: 

De loin en loin, un soldat etait couche, blesse ä bout de sang que la Mort avait rejoint. Elle 
devait connaitre leur route et les guetter au passage [... J. A deux, on lui fait face, on se 
defend. (p. 257) 

Similarly, the narrator of Un Tel de l'armee francaise perceives the struggle of the 

wounded, and of those who try to help, to be a battle against death itself: 

Mais la mort est rusee et penetre dans l'organisme par des moyens maleficieux. Elle veille, 
l'implacable, au chevet du blesse, droite comme un flambeau funebre, et les efforts conjugues 
du docteur et de l'infirmiere ne peuvent rien contre eile. (p. 98) 

Why this return to an image rooted in so distant a culture from the modern 

world? In the absence of a guarantee of a personal future beyond the war, the only 

reasonable expectation the characters of the combat novel can have is to be injured 

or killed in the present conflict. The personification of death, the notion that death in 
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some way stalks man, can therefore be considered as the physical embodiment of 

those fears contained within the temporal parameters of the chronotope of the 

absurd: at any point man's presence can be terminated by the interruption of death. 

That Dorgeles, Florian-Parmentier and others should revert to an image of death 

personified, an image we associate with the Middle Ages, suggests a certain 

correlation between the modern world, as experienced in the First World War, and a 

world that Michael Gardiner describes as 'alienating and terrible, poised on the brink 

of cosmic destruction and eternal damnation'. 22 

Therefore, certain resemblances exist between Bakhtin's notion of the 

Medieval chronotope, from which Rabelais breaks away, and the absurd chronotope 

in the combat novel. Both inform the vision of a world in the constant shadow of 

death. Both exhibit a constant awareness of man's physicality and his potential for 

suffering. Both belong to a world of oppression. The vertical, hierarchical Medieval 

chronotope, where life on earth points constantly towards the death that will end it, 

appears to reassert itself in the conditions of the First World War. In Les Poissons 

morts, death rules over man, able to call him to account at any moment. As Saint- 

Malö dies, drifting into delirium, the shout of "A vos rangs, fixe! " comes from the 

direction of his bed, only for him to be found dead. The other men on the ward stand 

to attention expecting the entrance of an officer: 

Celle qui venait d'entrer etait encore plus puissante que les chefs d'Etats devant qui on incline 
les drapeaux. En saluant la mort, par suite de je ne sais quelle reminiscence du defunt, nous 
n'avions fait qu'obeir ä ce respect de la hierarchie, qui est, comme il est inscrit dans la 

theorie, le principal devoir du soldat. (pp. 191-92) 

Death in the combat novel is not only a possibility through battle, but is 

constantly suggested by the appalling conditions of the trenches where men are 

forced to live among rotting corpses. Death is therefore both a random force and an 

innate possibility of the human body. Such a realisation finds its expression in the 

horror and fascination with which corpses are described. As Rasson states, drawing 

the reader's attention to the physical horror of war is a traditional device of the 

pacifist novel. The author's principal aim is therefore to draw the reader's attention 

away from the legitimising discourses of war towards its physical horror. The corpse 

in Le Feu, therefore, 'n'est plus que surface, apparence, fiction: signe univoque de la 

violence perpetree par la guerre, il se situe desormais en dehors de toute essence'. 23 
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Similarly, the grotesque of the combat novel genre threatens to undermine any 
claims to ideological authority that the author or his characters might make. It 

therefore threatens to draw the attention of the reader away from those schema, or 
what Susan Suleiman refers to as ideological supersystems, that seek to contain the 

war. 24 In this way, in La Flamme au poing, the visit of the spectral 'L'Amour', 

promising continuity through her evocation of the life-death cycle in the procreation 
that awaits the combatant back home, is interrupted when a shell explodes by 

combat novel grotesque in the form of. 'le corps d'un sous-officier decapite. Entre 

ses deux epaules, on voit encore le trou gluant, ecumeux et rouge' (pp. 36-37). 

Herein lies the essential problem not only of the combat novel genre, but of 

much early twentieth-century committed literature. For, as Elaine Scarry states, the 

expression of pain and suffering either remains: 

inarticulate or else the moment it first becomes articulate it silences all else: the moment 
language bodies forth the reality of pain, it makes all further statements and interpretations 
seem ludicrous and inappropriate, as hollow as the world content disappearing in the head of 
the person suffering. 25 

The contemplation and description of the dead in the combat novel therefore 

threatens any attempt to comprehend the war within a broader ideological system. 

The grotesque of the combat novel is not that of joyous Bakhtinian carnival 

grotesque. Rather, the grotesque descriptions of death in the combat novel lack the 

balanced grotesque of carnival. For the latter, carnival's insistence on the life cycle, 

emphasising birth and procreation as much as it does death and suffering, provides 

the utopian and joyous forward movement of the carnival chronotope. Consequently, 

carnival grotesque is a reminder of humanity's physicality in opposition to the 

medieval state's emphasis on physical suffering and spiritual redemption in death. 

The grotesque of the combat novel appears to be the antithesis of the Bakhtinian 

ideal. 26 

The realisation of man's absolute physicality is a constant reminder of his 

destiny. Yet, the language of the grotesque also contains an existential resonance, as 

both Rasson and Scarry suggest. Just as Bakhtin's carnival grotesque rejects 'toutes 

pretentions a une signification detachee et independante de la terre et du corps', 27 so 

the resurrection of the grotesque in the French combat novel suggests a certain 

anguished awareness on the part of the novelist that human life is bound in existence 
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rather than essence. Although a certain degree of corrective laughter can be 
discerned in the combat novel in response to the grotesque, more often the humour 

of the combat novel is that of absurd humour, as in Petitjean's bet of L'Ouragan or 
the irony of Maurois. 28 Laughter is frequently the result of resigned realism and has 
little place at the heart of fete absurde when this assumes its full force. The 

evocation of the grotesque in the combat novel is nearly always sinister since it is a 
constant reminder of man's imprisonment in an absurd present to which death 

appears to be the only interruption, a notion that is reflected in the very description 

of the landscape of war, as we have demonstrated previously. Thus Barbusse 

associates the grotesque positions of two dead officers, surprised by a German shell 
in the middle of a champagne lunch, with the blind and brutal forces of fete absurde: 

L'un de ces spectres, debout, souriaient avec sa mächoire fendue, double de largeur, qui lui 
entr'ouvrait la tete, - un bras leve, dans un geste de fete qu'il avait commence ä jamais. 
L'autre, ses beaux cheveux blonds intacts, etait assis [... J, hideusement attentif, la face 
barbouillee d'un cirage de sang, et plein de taches immondes. Its semblaient tous deux, 
encadres dans l'horreur, des statues de la jeunesse et de la joie de vivre. (Clarte, p. 122) 

Consequently, Celine's Voyage au bout de la nuit can be seen as the first 

work that extends the grotesque of ate absurde beyond the trenches of the First 

World War and into a wider post-war world. Bardamu's impression of a world 

constantly on the point of spilling its guts in man's constant potential for a violent 

and horrific death originates in the combat novel's sense of the grotesque death that 

awaits so many in battle. Celine's originality lies not so much in his portrayal of the 

First World War as an absurd process, as Frank Field has claimed, 29 but in his ability 

to extend Bardamu's paranoid subjective vision of history into the post-war period. 

Thus Bardamu's sense of constantly being sniped at by others originates in the war 

but finds its full delirious expression in his post-war experiences. 

War, especially at the height of battle, when characters are more aware of the 

absurdity of their position, is often perceived as existing beyond the flat, social 

reality of peacetime. The combat novel's evocation of the medieval is one voice 

among many others that suggest a certain affinity of fete absurde with the fantastic 

in the notion that war exists in a less explicable realm of reality. Todorov's definition 

of the fantastic as 'l'hesitation eprouvee par un etre qui ne connait que les lois 

naturelles, face a un evenement en apparence surnaturel' therefore serves us in our 
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understanding of the French combat novel's perception of the world around it. 3o 

Existing as it does on the cusp of the familiar, knowable world of the nineteenth- 

century novel and the seeming randomness of modern history, it is sent back to a 
language more evocative of uncertainties; hence the re-emergence of a language both 

more sinister and picturesque in its evocation of death and suffering. Death is no 
longer the logical conclusion to a life that develops in accordance or in contradiction 
to absolute laws of heredity. Instead the characters of the combat novel are exposed 

constantly to the possibility of death through the apparent lack of historical process 
in the early twentieth century. As those certainties that informed the Naturalist and 

nationalist world-view are fragmented by the events of 1914-18, the combat novel 

reflects the modern novelist's growing doubts that pre-war absolutist notions can 

explain the workings of human history. From this emerges the frequent allusion to 

history, in the shape of modern warfare, as an hallucinatory danse macabre: 

Quand les tenebres se referment sur cette vision de danse macabre, le crissement de fusils, 
des bafonnettes, des outils portatifs, prolonge 1'illusion, se repercute dans cette obscurite de 
caveau comme un cliquetement d'ossements entrechoques. (Le Sel de la terre, p. 15) 

History in the combat novel is increasingly perceived from the perspective of the 

confused participant and infused with the anxiety that results from the contemplation 

of the possibility of non-being: 

La guerre nest pour les historiens qu'un senchronisme [sic] de mouvements et de dates; pour 
les chefs eile represente un formidable labeur et pour le profane un interessant spectacle. 
Mais pour le soldat qui combat dans le rang, la guerre nest qu'un long tete-ä-tete avec la 

mort. (La Percee, p. 83) 

The sense of history as a whirling danse macabre that man struggles, or fails, 

to control finds its earliest expression in the French combat novel of the First World 

War. While the combat novelist may attempt to impose a direction on history 

through ideological commitment, his fidelity to an accurate rendering of the events 

of 1914-18 in the tradition of nineteenth-century realism allows the real chaos of the 

war to penetrate even the most patriotic of texts. Hence, at the heart of all combat 

novels lies a common suspicion that history might be a random process and that any 

eventual historic direction or end-state can only be achieved through the creation of 

new forms of commitment in response to the realities of war. History itself therefore 

contains no inherent ability to progress to a future that is radically better than the 
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past or the present. It risks becoming static: a constant condition that fails to evolve 
through time. Lacking any innate ability to progress in the early twentieth-century 

novel, history is in danger of becoming a series of repetitive cataclysms. From this 

stems the notion, common to many characters of the combat novel, that the war may 
become a permanent state, as envisaged by the soldiers of Ceux de 14 already 

quoted. The hero of the combat novel is frequently gripped by a fear of entrapment 

within history, as Genevoix's narrator attests: 

Si je pouvais seulement m'en aller quelques heures, et revenir... C'est lä qu'est le supplice, 
dans cette chaine d'instants informes, que rien ne separe, que rien ne mesure, qui sont tous la 
meine pluie sans fm, [... ] et ces images precipitees, cette fievre bruissante et battante 
d'images ä travers mon cerveau. (Ceux de 14, pp. 591-92) 

Whilst the nationalist novel may not put its faith in a rational universe 

destined to evolve into an ideal end-state, it is nevertheless perturbed by the 

possibility of history's randomness and gives expression to this fear in the language 

of fete absurde. This fear arises from history's potential for chaos since its very 

randomness denies the often voiced inevitability of French supremacy over the 

German invader. As the stasis of war erodes the certainty of such assertions, the 

nationalist hero is faced by the prospect of a death as absurd as the hero of any anti- 

war novel. Thus Larreguy in Le Prix de l'homme realises that to have died in the 

debacle of August 1914 would have been ' "[une] mort idiote" ' (p. 41). The intrusion 

of fete absurde into the nationalist novel is indicative of this fear. In this way Alain, 

the hero of La Guerre a vingt ans, is both horrified and drawn by the madmen he 

meets in hospital. For the mad the war has become internalised. In their delirium 

they find themselves, even when removed from the front, at the heart of fete 

absurde. They exist permanently within the chronotope of the absurd. Thus one 

soldier constantly cries out in his sleep: ' "Une fusee" '. It is only when Alain hears 

the canon fire in the distance that he is able to contemplate some form of existence 

beyond the confines of this world and where his death might be given some 

meaning: 

Tous ces blesses viennent du Chemin des Dames oü la France attaque; et leur delire n'est 
eclaire d'aucun cri de victoire... Tristes fonds de la guerre, fievreux et secrets! Minute ä 

minute, Alain s'y sent vieillir d'angoisse. Mais, soudain, comme la deesse rappelle le fidele 

qui s'egare, le canon grandiose gronde ä travers la nuit. (p. 164) 
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While the narrator of La Flamme au poing considers the French '[le] peuple de la 

mesure, de la clarte, de la raison[... ]' (p. 99), the soldiers of his platoon are also 

tempted by insanity as they watch the vain attempts of a group of Germans trying to 

escape French artillery fire, giving vent to 'un rire long et fou' (p. 115). 

The First World War is constantly portrayed by the French combat novelist 

not only as a conflict between nations or notions, but equally as the conflict of the 

rational with the irrational. For Joseph Jolinon, the fighting at Verdun is typified by 

the constant intrusion of the chaos of fete absurde and by the constant conflict 
between the desire for reason and the evidence of the irrational: 

Les morts, dix fois plus nombreux que les vivants. Les vivants souffletes cent fois par la 
mort. [... ] Hebetudes heroiques, agitations convulsionnaires, demence et lucidite. Un calme 
effroyable chez certains nerveux. Des fires d'idiot chez les plus calmes. Dans le meme 
moment que l'incredule retrouvait des prieres, le croyant blasphemait. A cote d'un capitaine 
trop maitre de soi, un commandant faisait ses besoins dans le sac de son ordonnance. (Le 
Valet de gloire, p. 156) 

In this hesitation between the rational and the irrational, the combatant finds himself 

trapped within the eternal present of the absurd, since, as Todorov establishes, any 

such hesitation that precedes and characterises a sense of the fantastic 'ne peut, de 

toute evidence, se situer qu'au present'. 31 

In its constant attempts to undermine pre-war absolutist conceptions of the 

world, fete absurde is often denoted by the game motif All combat novels appear to 

be aware of the fundamentally random nature of events from which arises the 

leitmotif of war as an absurd and brutal game. War is at first perceived as such in 

Granvilliers's Le Prix de l'homme as Larreguy surveys one of the first encounters 

between the French and the Germans in Lorraine: 

Au delä d'Oron, des centaines de soldats d'infanterie de marine [... ] sont eparpilles sur une 
eminence qui surplombe le village. 
Evidemment, ils montent ä 1'assaut, mais des qu'ils approchent de la crete ils tombent, roulent 
sur eux-memes ou les uns sur les autres, s'ecrasent comme un jeu de cartes bleues sur un 
tapis vert. (p. 36) 

Equally, the contemplation of war leads the narrator of Clavel soldat to ask: 'La terre 

entiere est-elle transformee en un morne plateau, oü des enfants maniaques installent 

un eternel j eu de soldats de plomb? ' (p. 90). 

Thus the randomness that is frequently felt to be behind the events of the war 

leads some to speak of war as a game of chance. Werth's hero therefore sees little 
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difference between being killed by enemy fire or French artillery: ' "Ce canon-lä ou 
lautre, nous cedons tous a la plus grossiere fatalite" ' (p. 198). For Barbusse's 

soldiers, survival in the trenches can only be attributed to 'un hasard heureux' (Le 

Feu, p. 170). The evocation of the game motif in the French combat novel reinforces 

the chronotope of the absurd since the characters of the combat novel feel entrapped 

temporally within the space of an endless game of chance, death seeming the only 
likely conclusion: 

Sortir de la tranchee pour une attaque est maintenant, comme une interminable partie de 
cartes, oü Clavel serait condamne ä tenir sa place. Clavel n'a jamais pu s'interesser au jeu de 
cartes. Le hasard des cartes lui est etranger. Mais ici 1'enjeu est la vie, sa vie, la vie des 
autres. (Clavel soldat, p. 211) 

Even the nationalist hero, such as Pratz in La Guerre a vingt ans, 'conserve, ä travers 

tout, le grand air d'un joueur qui desespere de sa partie, mais qui tiendra les cartes 

jusqu'au coup final' (p. 264). In Ceux de 14 Genevoix evokes this entrapment within 

the eternal present, characterised by the repetition of events and the immanence of 

death, in the narrator's comments upon burying a group of card players killed by a 

shell: 

Quand nous serons partis, demain, dans quelques jours, d'autres soldats viendront, comme 
nous insouciants sous la perpetuelle menace de mort. Et peut-etre qu'aupres de cette tombe 

creusee par un obus, des joueurs s'assoiront en cercle sur la mousse, et jetteront leurs cartes, 
avec des rires, dans la fumee bleue des pipes. (p. 128) 

Apart from being an obvious metaphor of history's lack of direction, the 

game motif of fete absurde might be seen as a further perversion of Baktinian 

carnival. Like the carnival game, the game motif of the absurd exists as a rejection of 

canonic evocations of man's future. Carnival uses games of chance to predict the 

future in a random, mocking way that exists as an oppositional force to the Medieval 

state's use of prophecy and prediction in order to maintain the status quo. According 

to Bakhtin, its aim is to 'detroner le sombre temps eschatologique des conceptions 

medievales du monde, de le renover sur le plan materiel et corporel, de le rendre 

terre-a-terre, de le materialiser'. 32 The game motif of fete absurde appears to share 

some of these aims, particularly in its actualisation of history. History, as evoked by 

the game motif, cannot be defined in essence since it is only in the present moment 

that we experience it. The emergence of the game motif in the combat novel is the 

product of a certain awareness on the part of the novelist that abstract, absolutist 
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systems that exist in advance of the events they anticipate are no longer adequate. It 
is, as it is for Bakhtin, indicative of a moment of crisis, where the gambler feels 

suspended in time upon the threshold of something new. 33 Recourse to the game 
motif can only suggest an increasing doubt as to the validity of pre-war perceptions 

of the direction of history since, if history is a game of chance, it can only reinforce 
our isolation in the present, depriving us of a sense of its purpose in its very 
randomness. The game motif can therefore be seen to act as a further embodiment of 
the chronotope of the absurd as the war's outcome and the individual's survival 

appear to be bound in the throw of the dice. 

Yet, once again, the response on the part of combat novelists to the sense of 
history's fundamental randomness in the game motif, as it is to fete absurde in 

general, is negative. There is little or no joy in this discovery. The notion of history 

as an absurd and dangerous game of chance exists, in effect, in opposition to a 

century that openly professed its absolute faith in a knowable future. While the 

cracks in this faith had begun to show well before the end of the nineteenth century, 

the combat novel represents the final collapse of the rational or intuitively knowable 

universe of the French novel. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the chaos of the 

absurd should be greeted with reluctance and a certain nostalgia for order on the part 

of the combat novelist. The game motif in the French combat novel is highly sinister 

since it detracts from both the humanist notion of man's potential for universal 
improvement and the nationalist's belief in the nation's inherent ability to build a 
future in an awareness of, and in continuity with, its past. As the spatial embodiment 

of the temporal isolation of the absurd chronotope, the game motif places the heroes 

of the combat novel in the constant, heightened present of a terrifying game. The 

passage from past to future via the present appears blurred as characters experience 

the eternal wait that life in the trenches becomes: 

Alors, on se rassied, le dos au mur, et on attend. Faire la guerre n'est plus que cela: attendre. 
Attendre la releve, attendre les lettres, attendre la soupe, attendre le jour, attendre la mort... 
Et tout cela arrive, ä son heure: il suffit d'attendre. (Les Croix de bois, p. 207) 

3.3 Concluding Remarks 

We might consider the basement described in Chapter 28 of L'Ouragan as the 

physical embodiment of many of those themes evoked under the term the chronotope 
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of the absurd. Florian-Parmentier's sous-sol, a term far more evocative than its 

English translation, appears cut off from the world outside and the passage of time. 
Equally it evokes confinement and entrapment. The entire space pervades a sense of 
dissolution: 

L'etendue est noire, sans air, repue d'humus, d'ecorces chancreuses, de mousses, de racines, 
de pourritures. [... ] De 1'eau filtre quelquefois par ces fissures, de 1'eau qui est peut-eire du 
sang corrompu. (p. 174) 

In addition to this, the narrator draws our attention to the grotesque of war in 

his description of the fusion of weapons and bodies into the walls. Indeed, we can 

even detect a certain play on words in the choice of the term (sous-sol - suce-sol). 
Whilst battle rages outside, the sous-sol is the domain of the deathly world of the en- 

soi to which those above will return: 

Et c'est ici la replique de la gloire d'en haut. C'est 1'envers des pavois qu'on etale 
effrontement au soleil. C'est le fond du marecage oü se refletent avec un rictus les grands 
spectacles de la surface. En bas comme en haut, toujours et toujours la rude terrible. Mais, 
ici, les gestes sont figes pour l'eternite; 1'abomination restera sculptee en reliefs immuables au 
cceur de la terre pour la continuite des siecles. (p. 175) 

The inhabitants of the sous-sol are reduced to 'un paquet de chairs dechirees qui 

roulent dans l'inconscient, hors du temps, hors de l'etendue, hors de tout' (p. 176). In 

this, Florian-Parmentier alludes to many of the absurdist themes that are beginning 

to inform the novelist's perception of the world; in particular, the sinister relations 

between man and the natural world and the sense of temporal and spatial entrapment 

bordered by death, both of which are reinforced by the presence of combat novel 

grotesque. 

Inevitably, if any sense is to be made of the war, it is in opposition to such an 

alienated vision of the world, and its concomitant sense of temporal and spatial 

entrapment, that the commitment of the combat novel will have to impose itself. 

While the pacifist combat novel, like L'Ouragan, may attempt to incorporate the 

absurd in its indictment of the war, it too must establish a polemical interpretation of 

the war that promises to remove man from the stasis and alienation of the present. In 

the communality of the representations of the war outlined in this and the previous 

chapter, the combat novel genre establishes not only the problematic of its own 

generation, but that of the inter-war years. As Rieuneau writes of the First World 
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War: 'l'experience du front peut etre tenue pour une image concentree de la condition 
humaine'. 34 

However, it is this common experience, born of man's estrangement from the 

natural world and of the subsequent awareness of the absurd, that motivates much of 
the commitment of the genre. As we have suggested, fete absurde is indicative of the 

crisis that has beset the modern mind on the Western Front. Like the carnival square, 
the Front is that space that is characterised by 'crisis time, in which a moment is 

equal to years, decades, even to a "billion years" 1.35 However, whilst crisis time in 

Dostoevsky's novels ends in resolution, the combat novelist frequently fears the 

absence of any hope of escape from the labyrinth of the eternal present. Yet it is 

precisely this sense of crisis that begins to provide the combat novelist and his 

characters with the hope of some form of forward movement away from the present. 
Increasingly, it is the confrontation with death itself, that which informs the crisis 

thinking of fete absurde, that leads to a liberating awareness of being-towards-death. 

Thus, the suffering of Favigny is periodically alleviated by '[s]a foi dans 

l'aneantissement' (La Percee, p. 30). Favigny, in his confrontation with death, feels 

that he exists more authentically than those in civilian society who mask death in 

what Heidegger terms 'everydayness': 

Il attouchait maintenant le reel, puissamment, incroyablement, comme un homme affale 
connait la terre. I1 attouchait le monde, un corps compact et simple, support de la vie qui 
s'efforce sans artifice mecanique, et dont seule l'atmosphere factice de la civilisation avait, 
jusqu'ä present, porte ses voletements. (p. 30) 

Subsequently he endeavours to sustain the painful yet exhilarating realisation that 

'desormais il fallait faire pour vivre' (p. 32). 

This sense of authenticity that results from the contemplation of one's death 

is in marked contrast to the inauthenticity of a society that postpones such thoughts. 

While in Heidegger's lexicon, the notions of authentic and inauthentic are deprived 

of any moral value, the sense of authenticity that results from participating in the war 

and, more particulary, in the constant contemplation of death, informs much of the 

polemical authority of the combat novel genre. 36 As we shall establish in Part 2, this 

authority of the combat novel is grounded in the belief that it is from a position of 

being-towards-death that one can begin to re-think the world. Thus, to borrow again 

from Heidegger's lexicon, while everyday society (das Man) is characterised by an 
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acceptance of the status quo (what Heidegger terms state-of-mind), existing in the 

actual, the combatant, through his being-towards-death, is able to exist in terms of 

possibility. 37 It is this discovery that informs the political awakening of Paulin in 

Clarte when he perceives history as no longer an alienating process in which the 
individual is caught up, but as the engagement of the individual with his own era: 

Je me repete qu'il n'y a pas de puissance surnaturelle, que rien n'est tombe du ciel, que tout 
est en nous et entre nos mains. Et inspire par cette croyance, j'embrasse des yeux la 
magnificence du ciel vide, le plein desert terrestre, le paradis du possible. (p. 214) 

As Paulin's declaration suggests, man is no longer contained within those 

essentialist systems that sought to explain history as subject to objective laws which 

governed all aspects of human existence. Instead, man, divorced from nature and 

subsequently any determinist notion of the self or history, is cast out onto an horizon 

of possibilities. Inevitably, this sense of thrownness is the source of the modern 

mind's Angst. Yet it also begins to inform his revolt, a revolt which aims to forge 

meaning in a world where this is no longer apparent. To this extent the characters of 

the combat novel, like their authors, do not relish this world. Once man realises the 

absurd, Camus states, he is torn by his rational 'nostalgie d'unite [... ]' and the 

evidence of a fundamentally non-rational (deraisonnable) world. 38 Indeed, according 

to Camus, it is only in the contemplation of death that true revolt can begin. 39 It is 

this that he recognises as the core to any understanding of modern history: 

[La revolte] est notre realite historique. A moins de fuir la realite, il nous faut trouver en eile 
nos valeurs. Peut-on, loin du sacre, et de ses valeurs absolues, trouver la regle d'une 

ao conduite? telle est la question posee par la revolte. 

The combat novel, whilst often giving nostalgic voice to a desired totality of 

existence that it perceives in the past, is also an expression of Nietzsche's assertion 

that it is man's destiny to create meaning where meaning is absent, since: 'man, the 

most courageous animal, and the most inured to trouble, does not deny suffering per 

se: he wants it, he seeks it out, provided that it can be given a meaning. 41 Such a 

claim goes some way towards an understanding of the voluntary participation of so 

many pre-war anti-militarists and socialist sympathisers in the events of 1914-18. 

Yet nostalgia for lost unity does not only express itself in a longing for a 

return to pre-war absolutes. It also informs a variety of other responses to the absurd. 

Indeed, it is in this variety of responses to the existential dilemma outlined here that 
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the combat novel adumbrates many of the preoccupations of the committed novel of 
the inter-war years. This existential dilemma that can be perceived in the combat 

novel's depiction of the war lives on in these novels. Consequently, it is in 

opposition to this that the ideology of the committed novel seeks to impose itself. 

One of the principal struggles of the early twentieth-century French novel is 

therefore to remove man from a world where history has become static and to return 
him to a plane of historical progression. Consequently the committed novel opposes 

the stasis of the absurd with purposive, future-orientated time, an opposition that is 

reminiscent of Kermode's opposition of kairos to chronos. 

The French combat novel of the First World War cannot easily be read, as 

Barthes suggests of much story telling, in terms of a linear progression towards a 

conclusion. The combat novel does not entirely resemble Barthes's model recit 

which itself mirrors the pattern of a sentence. 42 Rather the various voices that vie 

within the individual novel must be considered as a variety of responses to those 

existential perceptions that underlie the combat novel's depiction of the war. As we 

have stated in Chapter One, we should consider it more as an utterance, since the 

utterance does not lend itself to a single, unequivocal reading. 43 By acknowledging 

this, we can begin to consider the combat novel as a dialogic genre rather than as 

further replication of pre-war genres. Consequently we begin to perceive that, 

beyond its depiction of modern history through the war, the combat novel has a 

paradigmatic significance for the understanding of the committed novel of the inter- 

war years. 

Having examined the combat novel genre as a corpus in the first part of this 

thesis, seeking out a communality of themes and representations stretching beyond 

individual responses to the war, this study will now refine its analysis of certain 

individual texts before again enlarging its scope in Part Three. Beginning with an 

analysis of the role afforded to the individual in the First-World-War combat novel, 

we will gauge the extent to which the existentially informed revolt of combatant 

characters succeeds in countering the alienating forces of the absurd outlined in 

previous chapters. The final two chapters of this section will undertake a study of the 

collectives formed by combatants, nationalist and anti-war, in response to the 

inadequacies of a purely individual understanding of the war. Throughout it will 
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become apparent that these responses to the existential discoveriess of the genre 

anticipate certain aspects of the committed novel of the inter-war years. 
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PART II: THE ORIGINS OF REVOLT 

4 THE WARRIOR'S APPRENTICESHIP: THE INDIVIDUAL IN HISTORY 

As Olivier Casabielhe has argued, the links between the combat novel and the carnet 
de guerre, briefly explored in Chapter One, have led to the genre being too readily 

assimilated into that of temoignage rather than that of the early twentieth-century 

novel. ' Yet the interaction of the novel form with the individual author's experience 

is not as conflictual as Casabielhe suggests it might be. At the opposite pole to 

Casabielhe stands Temoins, Jean-Norton Cru's vast analysis of French literary output 

concerning the war, where the governing concern of the critic is that all literary 

representations of the war should mirror the individual author's war experience. 2 

Undeniably the basic structure of a number of novels is informed by the biography of 

an individual hero; witness those novels that adopt the diary form, or souvenirs 

romances as we have previously referred to them. Equally, the individual's war 

experience still provides the framework for the novels of, among others, Philippe 

Barres, Benjamin, Bernier, Escholier, de Granvilliers, and Montherlant. 

In this way we might consider the majority of combat novels to continue in 

the tradition of the nineteenth-century French novel in the depiction of the 

individual's biography. Indeed, in La Guerre a vingt ans, La Percee, Le Sel de la 

terre, and Le Prix de l'homme, an obvious structure of apprenticeship can be 

perceived. One might even talk of these novels as Bildungsromane through their 

depiction of a central character's confrontation with the historical forces of his day 

and his subsequent progression towards an individually meaningful historical 

existence or, in the case of Favigny in La Percee, his falling away from meaning into 

the chaos of war. However, all these novels present a form of apprenticeship that is 

radically different from that exemplified in many of those pre-war romans a these 

chosen by Susan Suleiman in Authoritarian Fictions, a key difference which helps to 

distinguish the commitment of the early twentieth-century French novel from its 

nineteenth-century predecessors. 

In his analysis of the Bildungsroman, Bakhtin gives priority to Goethe and 

the contribution that he makes to nineteenth-century realism. At the heart of Goethe's 
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apprenticeships lies the quest for the 'historically active man'. 3 The world around 

such a hero 'must be illuminated by human activity and historical events. A piece of 

earth's space must be incorporated into the history of humanity. Outside this history 

it is lifeless and incomprehensible, and nothing can be done with it'. 4 Clearly the 

emphasis here is on the individual's acting upon the world, on doing rather than 
being. In the apprenticeships of individual characters of the French combat novel 
there is a similar emphasis. In contrast, the apprenticeships that structure the works 

of Barres and Bourget at the end of the nineteenth century are governed by natural, 
deterministic forces. The heroes of the late nineteenth-century novel are developed 

in the mode of etre rather than faire. Given the distance between the heroes of the 

combat novel and the natural world, the individual hero can no longer perceive 

natural forces at work in his life. If he is to establish meaning and a sense of self in 

this world it must be through confrontation and therefore action, actively pursuing a 

role rather than passively anticipating one. 

We shall therefore examine in more detail the development of the 

individual's role within the combat novel. It will become apparent that the changes in 

the notion of the self that emerge from the conflict of pre-war notions and nascent 

historical reality represent a fundamentally modern perception of the self. Already in 

the years leading up to the war there had been increasing reaction against the 

positivist and rationalist spirit that had previously dominated French thinking. As the 

surveys published under the name of 'Agathon' in 1912 suggest, the youth of the 

immediate pre-war period rejected the abstraction of their fathers in a desire for 

thought systems that combined reflection and action. As John Cruickshank states: 

The new generation [believed it] had broken through this apparent contradiction and 
achieved a synthesis between being and doing. They had come to regard the world as an 
arena containing obstacles to be overcome. 5 

In many ways the dialogue at the heart of the combat novel embodies these new 

principles of philosophic enquiry. While the combat novel gives expression to the 

fear that the war may be fundamentally absurd and deprived of all potential meaning, 

it must attempt, nevertheless, to find a satisfactory role for the individual within 

modern history, the latter appearing inescapable in the early twentieth century. This 
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meaning, in order to be valid, must be forged from the war experience, an experience 
that at first appears to be the negation of individual life and freedom. 

We will not examine the notion of self proposed by individual authors. As 

Magny suggests, changes in the novel after 1918 are not easily perceptible in 

individual works. 6 Rather we will examine those voices and tendencies within the 

combat novel corpus that are suggestive of the new perceptions of the individual and 

of his potential role in history, new perceptions that will inform much of the 

treatment of self and other in the novels of the inter-war years. In this respect we will 

trace the passage from initial antagonism and antipathy felt by the individual towards 

the war and the enforced encounter with the other, to a revolt against the absurdity of 

war in the individual's testing of himself against history and the other. Those novels 

that assume the structure of apprenticeship, and which are primarily nationalist or 

patriotic, are those that give the clearest voice to such a role. 

4.1 The Self and Other 

While, as the initial chapters of Les Croix de bois and Gaspard testify, the civilians 

who left for mobilisation in August 1914 did so amid great spontaneous enthusiasm 

for the war and the nation, the constraints immediately placed on individual liberty 

by collective duty in army life create an uneasy tension between the individual and 

the other. This is acknowledged by Benjamin in his description of Gaspard's 

regiment leaving Alencon: 

Les voila pris clans une foule qui remue. Sont-ils portes? Donnent-ils de ! 'elan? Its ne savent; 
its ne s'appartiennent plus. Its ne pensent plus "Je"; ils sont devenus "Nous". (p. 22) 

Yet immediately the reader is reassured that he or she is merely witnessing 'une des 

plus fortes sensations que l'homme puisse avoir, de n'etre dans la machine sociale 

qu'un tout petit rouage, tout dependant' (p. 22). 

The individual in war, already unable to grasp any sense of his own temporal 

totality, experiences a loss of individuality in his absorption into the mass of the 

army. In Le Feu Barque notes that the individual soldier ' "se trouve tout perdu, 

noye, comme quelques gouttes de sang qu'on est, parmi ce deluge d'hommes et de 

choses" ' (p. 53). Similarly, Paulin, the hero of Clarte, feels lost 'comme une goutte 

d'eau dans un fleuve' (p. 99) on joining the army. After the initial enthusiasm of 
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Genevoix's narrator in Sous Verdun, the reality of the early, bloody battles of the war 
results in a sense of the individual's insignificance in an event of this scale: 

Marche sous bois dans les tenebres, 1'inconnu, les choses hostiles, les premieres balles qui 
sifflent, les hommes qui tombent dans l'ombre, les blesses perdus qui appellent, la guerre, le 
destin, ('ineluctable; le peu de choses que nous sommes, soldats parmi des millions de 
soldats. (Ceux de 14, p. 151) 

While this loss becomes a frequent device of the anti-war novel, and one that 

we shall explore more fully in Chapter 6, it also represents a common, though less 

often expressed, fear of the nationalist combat novel. In Bourru, as the narrator 
describes the hero during an attack at Vauquois, a degree of loss even emerges from 

the blanket of cheerful patriotism that usually covers the reality of war throughout 

Vignes-Rouges's work. Consequently, 'Bourru n'est rien lä-dedans qu'un fetu 

emporte par le vent... Ainsi, plus tard, ne dira-t-il jamais: "J'ai ete a Vauquois" mais 

bien: "Nous sommes montesa Vauquois" ' (p. 13). Similarly, the narrator of La 

Guerre a vingt ans describes Virgile, Alain's childhood companion who has recently 

joined the infantry, as 'une petite tete a peine emergente a la surface du flot francais' 

(p. 82). 

The result of this continual 'frottement des autres' is the potential 

abandonment of individual consciousness to that of the passive, anonymous, and 

collective on. As Demachy's regiment leave for the trenches in Les Croix de bois 

individual voices can still be made out. As the day drags on and tiredness sets in 

individuals are lost, subdued by their march into semi-consciousness: 

On repartait en clopinant. On ne riait plus, on parlait moms fort. Le regiment qui tout ä 
l'heure emplissait la route poudreuse jusqu'au dos des coteaux, se perdait dans une buee 
legere. [... ] On entrait dans du reve. (p. 32) 

An echoing of this fear can also be heard in the nationalist novel. As in Les Croix de 

Bois, the routine of army life wears away the individuality of the soldier. In L'Appel 

du sol a long march gradually dissolves the differences between individuals, 

reducing the men to the state of animals, a theme to be exploited to its full in Giono's 

Le Grand troupeau: 

A mesure que se prolongeait l'etape, les conversations particulieres avaient cesse. Personne 

ne parlait. Personne ne pensait. 11 n'y avait plus, se defilant sur la route, qu'un troupeau de 
brutes conduit par les officiers comme par des bergers. (p. 102) 
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If the nationalist combat novel is to establish the heroic and historic qualities of an 
individual, it must do so in opposition to the loss of self that combatants feel so 
frequently when overwhelmed by the sheer scale of war, a sense of loss that is 
further reinforced by the endless repetition of military routine and the bestialisation 

of man in his reduction to a purely physical state. 
The constant contact with the other produces a certain friction between the 

individual subject and the invasive world of the They (Heidegger's Das Man). This 

results, in part, from the imposition of a collective and mechanistic lifestyle on the 
individual. Yet this loss of freedom experienced by individual characters leads to a 

wider recognition of the individual self s being-with-others. As David Cooper 

explains, the self cannot perceive itself other than in its relations with the world 
beyond it; in Heideggerian terms, the self exists beyond and ahead of itself, but only 
in its meaningful connection with the world around it. 7 Therefore the self 
(Heidegger's Dasein) needs a world around it in order to exist, since it is only 

through meaningful connection with the world that it can be conceived. For the 

combat novel this discovery of self through the other is forged initially through 

conflict with the other, and in war, which itself is frequently conceived as the 

creation of the other, be it the responsibility of petit bourgeois nationalism, the 

revanchist spirit, or German expansionism. 

Whilst the war may impose a common condition on combatants, the initial 

reaction of many towards the invasive other is one of resentment. This antagonism is 

further exaggerated by the first experiences of battle where the inadequacy of the 

individual to grasp the totality of the war becomes apparent. The limited perspective 

on history in its unfolding, afforded by the parapet of the trenches or the confused 

running battles of August and September 1914, deprive both narrator and individual 

characters of any perspective beyond that of the involved subject. One has only to 

contrast the optimism of Montherlant's war essay, La Releve du matin, where the 

role of the individual is fleeting, yet central and strident, 8 to Bricoule's discovery in 

Le Songe that his own quest to prove himself in war is one among many others: 

Mais dans ce tumulte brusquement substitue au chant limpide oü il voulait reconnaitre son 
dme, Alban entendait bien d'autres choses. Des appels, des clameurs heroiques, des soupirs 
de volupte, de longues plaintes humaines. (p. 82) 
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The war of La Releve du matin, likened to 'une enorme musique [... ]' (p. 73), 

becomes, in Le Songe, a cacophony of competing sounds. The monologic and 
didactic purpose of the essay gives way to the dialogic and polyphonic nature of the 

novel. 

Similarly, in Les Croix de bois, Gilbert Demachy initially seeks to stand out 

and to counteract the contamination of the other that he feels on first joining his 

platoon. He therefore volunteers to lead a patrol into no man's land in order to 

recover the identity papers from a soldier who died earlier that day. In this way he 

establishes himself as an individual among the mass of others: 

Vite, il avait crie, spontanement sans reflechir, rien que pour la joie vibrante d'entendre dans 
le silence sa voix qui n'avait pas peur; rien que pour lancer orgueilleusement son nom devant 
trois cents hommes muets. (p. 47) 

This loss of self is frequently unproblematic in the nationalist novel as it 

represents the integration of the individual into the national machine. For Un Tel, 

this sense of loss is 'une sorte de magie captivante a n'etre qu'une infime volonte 

dans cet immense mecanisme' (Un Tel de l'armee francaise, p. 174). Yet, even in the 

nationalist combat novel, there is a fear that collective life might dull the individual 

spirit. The narrator of Malherbe's La Flamme au poing initially fears that the failure 

of the other to perceive the individual self for what it really is may force a turning in 

on oneself despite the obviously collective nature of war and the nationalist cause: 

Les beautes morales de l'individu sont le plus souvent cachees. Les traces s'agrandissent et 
paraissent, aux autres, plus fortes qu'elles ne sont... Et on enrage de voir que les graces 
secretes qu'on possede, dont on est fier, soient si difficilement percues par les voisins, - qui 
distinguent surtout les defauts... De lä, peut-eire le mepris des autres, l'estime passionnee de 

soi-meme. (pp. 86-87) 

Indeed, Malherbe's novel expresses a certain ambivalence typical of many nationalist 

novels in respect to this perceived loss of self. The soldiers of La Flamme au poing 

are therefore: 'esclaves irreductibles d'une cause tragique et dont ils sentent 

obscurement l'urgence et la grandeur' (p. 10). Artillery men are merely the extensions 

of their machine: 'ils ressemblent a des automates rapides, simples et precis. [... ] 

Fixe unite d'organes multiples et harmonieux' (pp. 116-17). 

In this notion of the conflict between the self and the other we can perceive a 

certain continuation of Barres's culte du moi where the self, as sole guarantor of the 

truth, must establish itself against the antagonistic other of the barbarian. Alban de 
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Bricoule of Le Songe attempts resolutely to sever himself from those around him in 

civilian society. He is therefore possessed by 'une aptitude [... ] a rien comprendre 

parfaitement de ce qui n'etait pas lui-meme' (p. 77). The whole of Montherlant's 

novel can be read as Bricoule's struggle to establish an heroic self in the meaningful 
death he hopes to lay before his friend Prinet. Zeev Sternhell's explanation of the 

Barresian moi in its relation with the other holds true for much of the initial 

antagonism felt by certain individual characters during their first few weeks of war: 

'La vie etant une lutte permanente des differents Moi entre eux, il s'agit pour chacun 

d'etre le plus fort. Il faut vivre ou disparaitre'. 9 

Yet, while the overtones of social Darwinism are strong in the Barresian 

concept of the moi, the combat novel's distancing of man from the natural world 

tends to regard the conflict of individual self and the other in more existential terms. 

On his arrival, the combat novel's hero must therefore confront a world of 

judgement, as does Alain in La Guerre a vingt ans: 'Ces soldats courbes sur leurs 

grands chevaux, Alain ne connait pas encore leurs noms a tous, mais il sent que dejä 

ils le jugent' (p. 55). The arrival of the individual hero of the novel amidst a pre- 

established platoon is nearly always greeted with a Sartrean regard, 'the stare of 

judgement or of hostility', as Hazel Barnes describes it. 10 The hero of the combat 

novel differs from the nineteenth-century character in that he does not come to the 

world with a fixed or determined set of characteristics and values that evolve in pre- 

determined fashion through the novel. Instead, he quickly begins to realise that he 

exists with the other, that he has either to impose a view of himself upon the other or 

allow for such a view to emerge from the other. Thus in Bourru the hero of Vignes- 

Rouges's novel can only conceive himself as a hero through the reaction he 

anticipates from others. The narrator remarks: 

C'est en reflechissant sur ce que les autres penseront de nous que notre personnalite se 

construit. Selon que nous supposons ('approbation ou le blame chez autrui, nous devenons un 
heros epanoui ou un pauvre here honteux. (p. 54) 

It is this discovery that Favigny exploits in La Percee. Bernier's hero is able to 

construct a fictional character for himself as the typical soldier on leave, displaying 

contempt for bourgeois values and manners, exaggerating the jargon and the 

behaviour of the warrior in order to offend or to seduce. During his leave in Paris he 
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is struck by the attention that he now receives from women and exploits the image of 
the returned warrior to its full, an image that he and his fellow soldiers consider 

ridiculous and inauthentic in the trenches. Like Lucien, in Sartre's 'L'Enfance d'un 

chef, his shock at his own reflection in the eyes of others points to the increasing 

resemblance between the self he wishes to establish and the way he is perceived by 

those around him. " Unlike Lucien, however, Favigny only engages in mauvaise foi 

as a form of play: he is never duped by the inauthenticity of his role. 

Evidently the individual cannot consider the war as purely his own. 
Peissenier's initial assertion that the individual subject has only to withdraw from the 

war in order to negate it must appear naive to all those who participated in or 

endured early twentieth-century European history. 12 The enforced encounter with the 

other and the constant threat of a loss of self in the mechanised, collectivised war of 
1914-1918 generate much of the early friction between the individual and the 

collective in the combat novel. While this is partly a continuation of the nineteenth- 

century antagonism between the individual and his social environment, it is also 

indicative of a broader concern that arises from the obligation the civilian finds 

himself under to participate in history. As Lucien Goldmann states of Malraux's 

conquerant novels: 'la problematique est celle du sujet et du sens de faction et, 

autant que possible, de faction individuelle dans un monde oü 1'individu ne 

represente plus une valeur par le simple fait d'etre individu'. 13 While the antagonism 

between the individual and the other remains constant and alienating in both 

L'Ouragan and Clavel soldat, other combat novelists begin to use the conflict of self 

and other in order to establish a potential myth for the individual within history. This 

myth will necessarily entail resolution in the victory of the self over the other, or in 

the fusion of self with the other. It is to this first alternative, the conflict between the 

individual self and the other, that this study will first turn for, in the nationalist 

novel's depiction of the warrior's apprenticeship, one can perceive the emergence of 

a group of individuals who seek to turn to their own advantage the look of 

judgement imposed on them by others. 
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4.2 Self and the Discovery of Will 

While the influence of Nietzsche on certain novelists of the inter-war years has been 

widely acknowledged, little has been made of the reflections of his thinking in the 
French combat novel of the First World War. The obvious reason for this is that, 

unlike the more philosophically developed and intellectually articulate conquerants 

of Malraux, and even Drieu's Gilles, no single hero of the combat novel genre 

reflects an overtly Nietzschean understanding of his part in the war. However, and as 
A. H. J. Knight remarked in 1933, the influence of Nietzsche on much Western 

thought, and on literature in particular, was already apparent in what he called the 

exultation of 'hardness' in the early twentieth century. 14 By considering those voices 

that reflect this hardness, certain reflections of Nietzschean thinking begin to emerge 
in the nationalist combat novel's depiction of the warrior's apprenticeship. Of 

particular interest to this study is the fashion in which the warrior self that the 

individual attempts to create counters his previous sense of temporal flux. 

This severance of the individual from his past reinforces the individual's 

nostalgia for an unattainable past of totality. The sense of having existed as an 

essence in the past reinforces the sense of flux in the present. Similarly it reveals the 

lack of co-ordination between the individual's perception of self and the self that the 

other imposes on him or which the mechanism of war denies entirely. Consequently, 

the combat novel is faced with the failure of determinism, since the eternal present 

of war reinforces the fluidity of the self. The nationalist hero is not a character whose 

courage and nobility comes to him from a pre-determined lineage of warrior 

ancestors. Frequently he is forced to see courage in the face of the war as an 

imposition, an attitude that he must will in order to establish himself as courageous 

or as a leader in the eyes of the other. Leadership and courage are acts of self- 

creation. Thus, when Prinet dies, Bricoule struggles to maintain decorum in the face 

of danger; his courage, which was entirely generated by his superiority over Prinet, 

evaporates: '[Alban] serrait les mächoires, mordait ses levres pour se forcer a la 

maitrise de soi' (Le Songe, p. 192). 

For Captain Nicolai of L'Appel du sol, courage hardly appears to be the 

natural response to war at all, it becomes an attitude the officer must adopt so that, in 

the line of fire, ' "chaque minute qui passe est une victoire sur nous memes" ' (p. 61). 
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As he points out to the other officers of the novel, the posture and the act precede the 

emotion: ' "Il faut se donner l'attitude de 1'heroIsme: c'est le geste qui nous aide ä 

realiser le sentiment dont il est le signe" ' (p. 60). 15 Similarly, Favigny considers his 

status as officer as a role he must assume. As an experienced soldier he is aware of 
the fundamental absurdity of leading his men across open ground towards the enemy 

machine guns in another doomed attempt to break through their lines. Yet, as an 

officer he must convince the men of the need to act and of the possibility of victory. 
Despite the imminence of his own death he must assume the appearance of a man 

who hopes: 

Bon Dieu! je ne dois pas me laisser aller; secoue-toi, miserable, dis quelque chose! Vis, ne 
sois pas ecrase; tu es l'exemple! 
Allons, mon attitude, allons, mes paroles, en scene devant moi, devant moi desespere! (La 
Percee, pp. 214-15) 

Yet it is precisely this ability to will a more solid self in such moments that 

provides the opportunity for the heroes of some combat novels, in particular the 

nationalist combat novel, to begin to create a mythical role for the individual in 

history. No longer dependent on the past, the individual is free to create himself a 

warrior in the eyes of others. We might therefore distinguish the warrior from the 

soldier in that, while the latter is marked by uniformity, the former is associated with 

the primarily individual qualities of bravery and leadership. The conflict between 

self and other might yet be turned to the advantage of the individual self. The flux of 

the self in the present therefore becomes for some 'conscience de liberte'. 16 In this 

way Bricoule endeavours to make the war his own rather than something to which he 

must submit. Reacting against Dominique's reaction to the news that he has decided 

to return to war ( "Que la fatalite s'accomplisse! " '), he rages: 

"Quoi! [... ] je suis ici sur ma demande, par ma decision et mon obstination, et vous appelez 
ca la fatalite! C'est ma volonte qui constitue la fatalite. " (Le Songe, p. 128) 

Life at the front is therefore one stripped to its essence: that of conflict. It is 'la vie 

denudee et arquee, pour blesser, pour exister, pour faire face' (pp. 40-41). From this 

acceptance of the confrontation with the other and a sense of the immanence of death 

will emerge the notion of authentic self and existence. 

Yet the immanence and potential anonymity of death in the trenches appear 

to deny the individual all validity in his contact with history. At the height of 
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German artillery fire, the individual characters of Les Croix de bois are reduced to an 

anonymous and amorphous collection of body parts that await their own destruction. 

All spirituality gives way to man's absolute physicality and ultimate destiny in 

suffering and death: 'Sous cette mort tonnante, on n'est plus qu'un tas qui tremble, 

une oreille qui guette, un cc ur qui craint' (p. 180). La Guerre a vingt ans gives voice 

to the same sense of loss in a chaotic and hostile universe where the war constantly 

reinforces 'la condition vraie de l'homme et sa faiblesse dans l'ordre universel' (pp. 

62-63). The combat novel, and particularly the nationalist combat novel, sets itself 

the seemingly impossible task of creating individual meaning amid mass destruction. 

It is this that Camus considers as the absurd and courageous task of the conquerant. 

Confronted with the inevitability and randomness of death, the conquering 

individual realises that he is a victim of time and yet provokes his condition and the 

chance of his death through a direct and active involvement with his moment. 

Deprived of the guarantee of a future, the absurd conquerant must embrace history 

in its unfolding: 

A chaque forme avortee dans les tranchees, ä chaque trait, metaphore ou priere, broye sous le 
fer, l'eternel perd une partie. Conscient que je ne puis me separer de mon temps, j'ai decide 
de faire corps avec lui [... ]. Entre I'histoire et 1'eternel, j'ai choisi l'histoire parce que j'aime 
les certitudes. D'elle du moins, je suis certain et comment vier cette force qui m'ecrase? (Le 

mythe de Sisyphe, pp. 118-19) 

It is only through a sense of the immanence of death and the absurdity of the 

individual in such a universe that the combat novel can begin to posit the potential 

for meaningful individual action. Resignation before the absurd begins to turn to 

revolt. Existence in the face of one's impending death, and the reflection that results 

from this, possess an authenticity that is inaccessible in social life where death is 

masked or confined to some indefinite time and place in the future. The courageous 

individual hero at the front considers death as a familiar presence: 

La mort nest plus cette puissance mysterieuse, glarante et souveraine. On la cötoie sans 

effroi. C'est un personnage familier, qui ennuie, degoüte et endort... On lui sourit quelquefois 

ou on lui montre le poing comme ä 1'ennemi. (La Flamme au poing, p. 173) 

In this way the narrator seeks to overcome the sinister notion of death as a presence 

encountered in fete absurde. Instead, death is partly trivialised but also 

acknowledged as a possibility and internalised in the authentic being of self as 

being-towards-death. A life that is lived in the constant awareness of its destiny 
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possesses an intellectual and moral vitality, as the narrator of La Flamme au poing 
suggests: 

Il ya longtemps dejä, que nous sommes places aux frontieres de 1'humanite que nous 
pouvons passer d'un instant ä 1'autre. Lä, tout se depouille. Les idees, reduites et dispersees, 
retiennent une lumiere crue et aveuglante, - je ne sais quel eclat dun cristal embrase par le 
soleil couchant. (pp. 13-14) 

This forcing forward of the individual towards a confrontation with his death 

obliges the individual to exist in the light of his immediate possibilities. While the 

post-war world is difficult to imagine for those authors who, like Malherbe, 

published during the war, the novelist can begin to consider those possibilities 

available to the hero amidst the actuality of the historic present. Indeed, in 

Heideggerian terms, this is the key to authentic existence as opposed to the 
inauthentic existence of the They. It is this fusion of possibility (Understanding) and 
the actual (State-of-mind) that produces the authentic attitude to the world that 

Heidegger terms Care. Equally, it is in being-towards-death that one realises one's 

absolute freedom in the present since 'to know that I am capable of not-being also 

reveals that I am capable of being. I am free to be or not to be'. 17 Thus the terms 

authentic and inauthentic, which contain no moral value in Heidegger's use of them, 

acquire such value in the combat novel and in the committed literature of the early 

twentieth century generally. This sense of morality results from the war experience 

and is deemed by the combatant to be more valid than that forged in the relative 

safety of civilian society. The moral supremacy felt by many anciens combattants 

and their post-war organisation dominates the society of the early 1920s. 18 This 

impression that truth lies in the confrontation with death is expressed by F... as he 

recounts his experience during an attack on his platoon whilst it was positioned in a 

cemetery: 

"Mon esprit libere tournoya, courte et vive flamme, sur les päleurs d'un monde inconnu... Et 
j'eus cette impression calme et grave que j'entrais dans la comprehension totale, que je 

penetrais au cceur de la verite. " (La Flamme au poing, pp. 201-02) 

The individual hero, if he is to create meaning from the absurd, must 

confront the possibility and likelihood of his own death. He must then resist the 

constraints placed on him by his perception of the absurd and the resignation he 

initially feels in the apparent negation of all that is individual in war. Only then, in 
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the full knowledge of his possibilities and limitations, can he realise his freedom and 
attempt to create meaning for himself. In this process one can perceive an echoing of 
some of Zarathustra's teachings on the metamorphoses of the spirit. 19 

The essential problem of much commitment and involvement with history in 

the early twentieth century becomes that which Goldmann attributes to Garine in 

Malraux's Les Conquerants: the attempt to 's'affirmer en tant qu'individu ä l'encontre 

d'une menace permanente et en derniere instance inevitable'. 20 Subsequently, it is 

towards the myth of the conquerant that those combat novels, predominantly 

considered to be nationalist, will turn to create individual meaning. 

4.3 The Nationalist Hero and the Origins of the Conquerant 

The freedom that results from being-towards-death and the subsequent liberation of 

the self from the past allow a type of hero to emerge in the nationalist combat novel 

that anticipates the conquerant. The conquerant of the inter-war years establishes a 

self in his perennial conflict with the other, a conflict which aims to impose a 

perception of the conquering individual upon that other. It is this willing of an heroic 

self and its subsequent reflection in the eyes of the other that originates 

predominantly in the nationalist combat novel. In this we can perceive a Nietzschean 

making hard of men in order to overcome the void of consciousness associated with 

the initial awareness of the absurd. References to this proto-conquerant in the 

combat novel seem to echo Zarathustra's repeated cries that 'Man is something that 

should be overcome'. 21 Indeed, and as previously stated, the role of the officer is 

frequently associated with that of an overcoming of man's anguish when he is faced 

with the reality of war. Thus even anti-war writers, such as Lefebvre and Vaillant- 

Couturier, see the willing of a self as the only opposition to the void experienced in 

the contemplation of death: 

Parmi ces etres vides de pensees, toi, le chef, tu ne penses pas, tu ne peux pas, to tete est trop 
grosse de bruit, tes yeux trop pleins de mort [... ], mais tu sais que tes hommes to fixent avec 
leurs pupilles de fievre, qu'ils sont suspendus ä tes gestes, et alors tu es brave. (La Guerre 
des soldats, p. 103) 

The self is willed, therefore, through the interaction of the self and the other. It is 

only because the officer is fixed by the glare of his men that he can will that self 

required to carry him and his men over the parapet and towards death. Yet it is the 
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guilt of such responsibility that prompts Lefebvre and Vaillant-Couturier to write 

against war rather than for it. Equally, in Paulhan's Le Guerrier applique, the hero, 

Maast, feels that becoming an officer gives him a fixed role into which his vague 

character of the opening chapter, 'Je parais', is moulded: 

Je me sentais cependant le plus haut solidement tenu et fixe: lä commencait la vie ä demi 
inconsciente qui m'assurait dans ce pays et Bans ces aventures. J'eprouvais davantage, par le 
contraste, fordre qui la gouvernait. (p. 90) 

The natural response to the immanence of death is to reinforce the absolute 

physicality of the human body under threat. Consequently, the military spirit, if it is 

to be maintained, must take the form of a permanent overcoming, and even 
hardening, of oneself. One might consider such a reaction in terms of Sartrean 

mauvaise foi. However, to remain authentic, such an overcoming must be achieved 

in the acknowledgement of death. It is this that separates the conquerant from the 

professional soldier since the former acts in the full knowledge of the absurdity of 

his actions when confronted by his death. The nationalist warrior, who anticipates 

the conquerants of the inter-war years, does not have recourse to the role of officer 

in order to evade the implications of being-towards-death permanently, but in order 

to find temporary refuge from the indeterminacy of the self in combat. Therefore the 

warrior self that he attempts to forge in the eyes of others is an impermanent 

construct supplying the individual hero with a glimpse of his own potential 

significance amidst the mass destruction of war. 

In Le Prix de l'homme Larreguy also considers such a hardening as the 

essential prerequisite of the officer. His suppression of all sentimentality and his 

ability to apply his intelligence amidst the chaos of battle set him apart from other 

officers and men and begin to transfer themselves to others in battle. After the 

confusion of Larreguy's earlier perceptions of war, the hero of the novel is able to 

impose his intelligence upon such confusion. Courage is the application of 

individual intelligence which thereafter reduces the role of the random in warfare. 

From this discovery comes Larreguy's cult of the exceptional individual since, 

through superior intelligence: 'L'individu a la guerre joue un role immense' (p. 88). It 

is, through example, the exceptional individual who inspires those around him and 

from whom he receives further confirmation of the self he wishes himself to be. 
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In this new evaluation of the heroic self and its dependence on the other we 

are far from the traditional view of the nationalist hero as a spontaneous and 

unthinking vessel for national sentiment, leaping to the defence of the country, in the 

mould of Benjamin's Gaspard. Bertrand suggests this in his interpretation of Captain 

Nicolai's exhortations to the young Lieutenant Fabre: 

Il repeta, dans une extase sourde: 
"Servir! " 
Et dans ce mot, il y avait bien en effet vingt ans de servitude, la discipline brisant sa volonte, 
l'obeissance ä des chefs bornes, la misere des garnisons, la deception des tableaux oü Pon ne 
figure pas, les ennuyeuses campagnes d'Afrique, [... ] toute une jeunesse fletrie dans l'attente 
de cette guerre qui tardait ä eclater. (L'Appel du sol, p. 33) 

The notion of serving a cause would clearly be alien to characters like Garine and 

Perken in Malraux's early novels. The main interest of the conquerant is to establish 

to what extent a cause can be of service. Yet Bertrand goes some way here towards 

suggesting the inadequacy of Nicolai's concept of serving the nation in contrast to 

the exultation of Fabre at leading men into battle: ' "En avant!... En avant!... En 

avant! ... 
" C'est [Fabre] qui a dechaine la rafale d'hommes qui souffle par derriere' (p. 

176). Ultimately, however, the heroes of L'Appel du sol give all to the nation and act 

in the awareness of their own individual limitations both before the nation and the 

war. While Larreguy also dies for the nation, he experiences the conquerant's joy at 

seeing his will embodied in the actions of others more frequently than the characters 

of Bertrand. His praise of his own troops in their successful defence of a newly 

captured village draws attention to the fact that it was through discipline and 

intelligence, those values that he associates with himself, that the men of his 

company succeeded. 22 The will of Larreguy passes from the words written in his 

diary, in the form of reflections, to direct action, embodiment, and confirmation in 

the deeds of his men. The word of the nationalist warrior is what Pierre Bourdieu 

terms 'une parole creatrice, qui fait exister ce qu'elle enonce'. It is therefore an 

enonce performatif. 23 Of course, there is here, as Cecil Jenkins has pointed out in 

respect to the conquerants of Malraux, a temptation to use the other as the raw 

material for the individual's own conquest and we shall return to this point in 

Chapter 5.24 

Philippe Barres also presents a more lengthy glimpse of the conquerant in La 

Guerre a vingt ans. The interaction of self and the other in the establishment of the 
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self as conquerant is reflected in Alain's thoughts concerning the success of his 

regiment's attack. This is both a victory for the nation and a personal victory: 'A 

vingt ans, sans longue carriere, Alain connait, fastueuse et tout ennoblie par le 

risque, la marche brillante du conquerant' (p. 289). It is arguable, therefore, that the 

conquerant figures that are anticipated in the nationalist combat novel owe their 

origins not so much to Taine and the Barres of bourgeois conservatism, but to 

Nietzsche. 

Having alleviated the oppression of the They, the individual can now attempt 

to act on the other in order to impose a self that has been willed. Just as Nietzsche's 

Superman is not intended to be an isolated case, but the founder of a new species, so 

the individual must turn to the other in order to create a more authentic self, a self 

that is no longer deprived of meaning in the midst of the They. In this, as with 

Larreguy, the individual begins to see reflections of himself in the other. Whereas 

these reflections rarely coincided in the individual's initial experiences of the war, 

they now do. The awareness of this leads to the impression that the individual can 

exist beyond himself and possibly even forge meaning for himself in history. Such a 

concept informs Alain's perception of victory as both national and individual. The 

conquerant outlined in the nationalist combat novel needs to go beyond a passive 

sense of duty towards the nation. Thus, for example, Larreguy rejects the idea that 

the war is to be undergone submissively, equally rejecting the chance for personal 

advancement within those confines established by the military authorities (' "[une] 

affreuse destinee! " '): 

"Que j'envie davantage celle de l'homme qui met sa probite morale ä choisir entre ces dieux, 

qui brüle ou laisse aux autres ceux qu'il ne croit pas devoir conserver! Son äme est le champ 
de luttes terribles [... ]. Ne me dites pas qu'il est paradoxal de parler de progres ä present. 
Sait-on ce que notre sacrifice nous apportera si, au lieu de le subir, nous 1'elevons jusqu'ä la 
beaute? " (Le Prix de l'homme, p. 164) 

Like Perken of La Voie royale, he begins to desire a reflection of himself not 

only in those that surround him, but in the events in which he participates. The 

relationship of the conquerant and the other is formulated by Perken as: ' "Exister 

dans un grand nombre d'hommes, et peut-etre pour longtemps" ', adding: "Je veux 

laisser une cicatrice sur cette carte" '. 25 Again the conquerant seeks the physical 

embodiment of his ideas in those individuals that surround him and in the events in 
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which he participates. The nationalist warrior can project his being into that of the 

conquerant, he who exists precisely through his actions and their repercussions 

whilst in the full awareness of the ultimate futility of life in death. Yet it is precisely 

this ultimate futility that informs a wider recognition of the limited hope to be gained 
from any purely individual role in the combat novel and prevents us from viewing 
both the nationalist heroes of the combat novel and their literary descendants, the 

conquerants, in terms of mauvaisefoi. 

4.4 The Limitations of the Individual 

The insistence on the individual that continues to dominate some of the nationalist 

combat novels treated here cannot efface the inability of the individual to guarantee 

the long-term validity of his actions. It is with this persistent interest in the 

individual that Ling reproaches European man in Malraux's La Tentation de 

l'Occident, since the failure to see beyond the biography of the individual always 

leads one back to the inevitable destiny of each individual. Consequently, Ling 

charges: 'Vous avez charge l'univers d'angoisse. Quelle figure tragique vous avez 

donnee a la mort! '. 26 

The problem of the individual's death in history is reinforced by Bricoule's 

failure to impose on himself a final heroic self that his death would have in the eyes 

of Prinet. With Prinet dead, the chance of a meaningful and willed death is denied 

Bricoule: 'Et quant a mourir, il ne voulait pas que ce füt aupres d'hommes qu'il ne 

connaissait pas, auxquels rien ne l'attachait: une mort perdue' (Le Songe, pp. 215- 

16). Bricoule therefore risks a death as solitary and as meaningless as those that 

frequently fuel the anti-war polemic of other combat novels. In a similar fashion, 

Genevoix considers that suffering is isolation; it removes the individual from any 

collective spirit of the platoon, forcing him to contemplate his own suffering as that 

which can be experienced by no other. All effectual contact with the other is broken 

off: 

"Tu souffres? " 
[Bujol] ne repond rien. Ses yeux s'ouvrent davantage, des yeux immenses d'agonisant oü 
flotte un monde de pensees inconnues. "Pourquoi suis-je lä, moi, moi seul? Et n'avez-vous 

pas honte, vous autres, devant moi qui vais mourir?... 
"Tu souffres? " - Imbeciles! " (Ceux de 14, p. 518) 
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Ultimately, in Le Songe, Bricoule is unable to reintegrate the reality of death 
into a form of meaningful interaction with the other. The conquerant, as he who 
defines himself through his action on others, seems condemned to the solitary death 

that appears to await all; any cult of physicality that results from the nationalist 

warrior witnessing his word become deed can only be a temporary refuge. The cries 

of the wounded and the dying in Le Songe throw the individual hero back into the 

solitude of the suffering subject: 

Et ä cette heure, dans cette plaine, et plus loin et plus loin, des milliers d'etres criaient vers 
d'autres etres pour qu'ils ne les abandonnassent pas, se debattaient contre l'indifference, 
savaient enfin qu'on ne peut pas etre seul, et retombaient seuls, et luttaient seuls, mouraient 
seuls. (p. 221) 

As Gino Raymond has remarked, the logical conclusion for the Neros 

conquerant is death. 27 In wishing to fix himself in the eyes of the other, any finality 

can only be grounded in the ultimate finality of death. Yet to be a conquerant, as 
both Camus and the characters of Malraux admit, is to realise the fundamental 

absurdity of the individual's position in the universe and the randomness of death. 

The fixity that the heroes of Le Songe and La Guerre a vingt ans seek in death 

constantly evades the individual nationalist warrior as it will Perken in La Voie 

royale. 

Furthermore, the conquerant must constantly act on others and is therefore 

doomed to solitude, unable to gauge any finality in his actions other than in their 

interruption by death. The nationalist hero faces a similar dilemma. As part 

conquerant he must exist in permanent conflict. As an example to the nation of the 

more traditional values of decorum and sacrifice, he must be seen to be willing to die 

for the nation. Therefore it becomes difficult for the hero of many of the novels 

discussed above to contemplate surviving the war, as Philippe Barres suggests of 

Alain: 'Chaque jour il concevait plus nettement son avenir: mourir ä la guerre, ou 

bien vivre dans la victoire, seul de tous ceux qu'il aima' (La Guerre a vingt ans, p. 

242). 

However, the heroes of the combat novel, like Perken and Claude of La Voie 

royale, cannot act in isolation: 'Comme tous ceux qui s'opposaient au monde, Claude 

cherchait d'instinct ses semblables, et les voulait grands' (p. 39). Those that take the 

path of revolt do so in the company of others who share the same condition created 
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by the war. In this sense, it is from the revolt of the individual that collective revolt 
begins. To use Camus's formula: 'Je me revolte, dons nous sommes'. 28 The 

nationalist hero has therefore to break the isolation and alienation initially perceived 

to be man's lot in modern warfare and form an authentic community of warriors, or 

what Paulhan's hero, Maast, calls 'une conscience guerriere'. It is the hardened 

warrior self that Maast has created that prevents him from wearing a sheepskin given 

to him by a sympathetic civilian as such individual pleasure will contradict 'une 

application plus constante, [fera] du tort a- je ne puis dire autre chose - la 

conscience guerriere qui se forme, evidemment, en moi' (Le Guerrier applique, p. 

25). It then falls to the authentic warrior community that the nationalist combat 

novel seeks to create to impose a new order on a world that has been shaken by 

chaos and threatened by the absence of meaning. Having confronted the chaos of the 

absurd, and discovered the potential for meaning, it is the responsibility and the right 

of the nationalist combatant to return to society with a more authentic moral code 

than that offered by pre-war republicanism; that of fordre de la guerre. The polemic 

of the nationalist combat novel appears to be inspired by the Nietzschean maxim that 

meaning is not inherent to the earth, but that it must be created by the will of 

Superman. 29 

However, it is this that prevents the nationalist hero from becoming a 

conquerant in the sense that we understand when talking of Malraux's early novels. 

The nationalist hero, whilst developing elements of the conquerant to come, is 

largely preoccupied with re-establishing some form of human totality within the 

nation. However much he values himself as an individual, he is constantly in search 

of like-minded others in order to forge a meaningful and lasting community. In 

contrast, the Neros conquerants of Les Conquerants and La Voie royale forge 

meaningful and temporary communities in the knowledge of life's absurdity and of 

the ability of death to deny the validity of all actions, all pretence at totality. Equally, 

the notion of the authentic community born of the trenches is not seen as a 

temporary alliance of forces, as the revolutionary community of Canton can be said 

to be in Les Conquerants. Purified by the confrontation with death, this community, 

in the eyes of Malherbe, possesses an absolute moral integrity: 
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Car, etre soldat, c'est etre le glaive nu. C'est se depouiller d'illusions, etouffer ses souvenirs. 
C'est se garder pur, fort pour un devoir saint, pour un sacrifice äprement consenti. C'est se 
faire aride, puissant et juste. (La Flamme au poing, p. 122) 

It is away from the exceptional individual and towards a community of 

warriors that the nationalist combat novel turns. In this way, in Le Prix de l'homme, 

Larreguy exists both through his interaction with and his dominance over other 

members of the army. His subsequent refusal of a job at the Ministry of Propaganda 

marks his total adherence to the others of his regiment: 

11 n'avait ose se demander 1'opinion qu'auraient de lui Locquier ou Langel; le jugement que 
porteraient Totor qui avait si genereusement sacrifie sa convalescence, [... ] Lieutord trahi par 
sa femme, Plebourg vole par son associe, Mathey remplace par son patron, lorsqu'ils 
apprendraient qu'il ne revenait pas, qu'il demeurait ä 1'arriere, qu'il s'embusquait! (p. 340) 

The qualities that Larreguy attributes to himself become increasingly associated with 

those of the accomplished leader fighting for the greater good of the nation. 
Yet the revolt that lies at the heart of this community springs from the same 

needs as those that motivate the individual warriors referred to in this chapter. It 

originates in the combatant's desire to re-establish a sense of temporal continuity 

through community. Moreover, it signals a less antagonistic relationship between the 

self and the other, since it is within the nationalist community of warriors that the 

individual can gain a sense of stretching beyond his own death in a meaningful 

interaction with the other and history. In this way the community begins to act as the 

response to the 'human being's absolute need for the other, for the other's seeing, 

remembering, gathering, and unifying self-activity - the only self-activity capable of 

producing his outwardly finished personality'. 30 It is this need for community that we 

shall examine in Chapters 5 and 6. 

' Casabielhe notes that Le Feu and Les Croix de bois figure on certain history courses in French 

secondary schools as temoignage. See 'Le Feu: Roman de la grande guerre', pp. 131-2. 
2A recurrent theme of much of Cru's criticism of individual texts in Temoins, especially Le Feu, Les 
Croix de bois, and Le Prix de l'homme, is that authors sacrifice historical accuracy to literature, the 
literary imagination distorting objective reality. However, many of the criticisms that Cru levels at 
these and other novels result from the way these representations of war fail to correspond exactly to 
Cru's own perception of the war. Jean-Norton Cru, Temoin: essai d'analyse et de critique des 

souvenirs des combattants edits en France de 1915 ä 1928 (Nancy: Presses Universitaires de Nancy, 
1993). 
3 M. M. Bakhtin, 'The Bildungsroman and its Significance in the History of Realism (Toward a 
Historical Typology of the Novel)' in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, pp. 10-59 (p. 37). 
' Ibid., p. 38. 
5 Variations on Catastrophe, p. 20. 
6 According to Magny, in the early twentieth-century novel literary changes are undergone passively 
by authors: 'il ya quelque chose de nouveau en litterature comme partout ailleurs: mais le changement 
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est settlement reflete, presque involontairement, dans les oeuvres dont les auteurs biaisaient avec leur 
propre revelation. II est Bubi, passivement "encaisse" [... ] sans que personne en prenne clairement 
conscience, en assume la responsabilite, accepte de le diriger'. L'Histoire du roman francais depuis 
1918, I, p. 44. 

David Cooper, Thinkers of our Time: Heidegger, p. 27-28. 
8 Henry de Montherlant, La Releve du matin: 1916-1918 (Paris: Plon, 1928), p. 73. 
9 Maurice Barres et le nationalisme francais, p. 51. 
10 Hazel Barnes, Sartre (London: Quartet Books, 1973), p. 64. 
" Jean Bernier, La Percee, p. 108. See also Jean-Paul Sartre, 'L'Enfance d'un chef in Le Mur (Paris: 
Folio, 1986), p. 153-252 (p. 252). 
12 'I1 suffit pour en faire un organe mort que je me retire des lieux qui ont produit cet attachement. ' 
L'Ouragan, p. 32. 
13 Lucien Goldmann, Pour une sociologie du roman (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), p. 57. 
14 A. H. J. Knight, Some Aspects of the Life and Works of Nietzsche, p. 118. 
15 This notion is further echoed by Antoine Prost's evocation of life at the front. Prost writes: 'le 
courage n'est pas naturel ä 1'homme; c'est, bien plutöt, 1'acte par lequel il s'impose un comportement 
contraire ä tous ses instincts et ä tous ses desirs: au sens litteral du terme, c'est un acte contre nature'. 
Les Anciens combattants et la societe francaise, 3 vols (Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale des 
Sciences Politiques), III: Mentalites et ideologies, p. 18. 
16 Jean-Paul Sartre, L'Etre et le Neant, p. 71. 
17 Michael Gelven, A Commentary on Heidegger's 'Being and Time', p. 156. In reference to Sections 
45-53 of Being and Time. 
18 It is against this attitude that Paul Nizan and his young characters speak out in La Conspiration 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1968). The narrator of the novel accuses the anciens combattants of having failed 
to revolt, adopting the nationalist propaganda that had sent them to war because 'on aime mieux avoir 
&6 complice que naif (p. 53). Only Regnier appears to sympathise with the aims of Communism, but 
is too embroiled with his own sense of the absurd to be able to commit himself in any meaningful 
way. 
19 The process that the warrior apprentices of certain combat novels undergo, from resignation to 
revolt in the attempt to find a meaningful role for the individual, reflects certain aspects of the three 
metamorphoses of the spirit that Zarathustra recommends to his followers. First, the spirit must be 

willing to take up the burden of existence and strike out on its long journey away from the familiar 

and the secure. It must then become like the lion in order to confront the dragon of 'Thou Shalt' with 
the lion's counter-cry of 'I Will'. The lion does not create new values but creates 'itself freedom for 

new creation'. Finally, the spirit must become child as 'the child is innocence and forgetfulness, a new 
beginning, a sport, a self-propelling wheel, a first notion, a sacred Yes'. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, trans. by R. J. Holingdale (London: Penguin, 1969), p. 55. 
20 Pour une sociologie du roman, p. 78. 
21 Thus Spoke Zarathustra, p. 41. 
22 Jean de Granvilliers, Le Prix de l'homme, p. 155. 
23 Pierre Bourdieu, Ce que parler veut dire: l'economie des echanges linguistiques (Paris: Fayard, 
1982), p. 21. 
24 Cecil Jenkins, Andre Malraux (New York: Twayne, 1972), p. 59. 
25 Andre Malraux, La Voie royale (Paris: Grasset, 1961), p. 87. 
26 Andre Malraux, La Tentation de l'Occident (Paris: Grasset, 1926), p. 47. 
27 Gino Raymond, Andre Malraux: Politics and the Temptation of Myth (Aldershot: Avebury, 1995), 

p. 62. 
28 L'Homme revolte, p. 36. 
29 'No longer bury the head in the sand of heavenly things, but carry it freely, an earthly head which 
creates meaning for the earth. ' Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, p. 60. 
30 M. M. Bakhtin, 'Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity', pp. 35-36. 
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5 THE DIALOGIC COMMUNITY: THE NATIONALIST MODEL 

As we have suggested, the myth of the conquerant proves ultimately ineffective in 

its attempts to guarantee meaning for the individual. The vastness of the war 

prevents the individual character from perceiving the war as purely his own. Indeed, 

popular memory of the war, as a whole, is marked by the names of collective 

suffering in the Battles of the Marne, the Somme, and Verdun, among others, rather 
than by the names of individual army leaders or politicians. 

Consequently, the First World War reflects an understanding of the extent to 

which the individual is bound to the collective in society. Such an awareness was 

already formulated in Marx's theories of base and superstructure, while both 

positivism and social Darwinism stressed the determining influence of social 

environment on the individual. Yet the war supplied the opportunity for those 

interested more precisely in the interaction of the individual and the collective, rather 

than the dominance of the latter over the former, to examine these relations more 

closely. Prior to the war Emile Durkheim had sought to recast this interaction in 

more positive terms. While Le Bon's La Psychologie des foules considered the group 

as a primarily violent and irrational force to which individuals abandoned 

themselves, Durkheim reassessed such notions. Reacting against what he considered 

to be the fundamentally individualistic philosophies of the day, he considered the 

separation of the individual and the group as an artificial attempt to establish a pre- 

social individual when, in fact, individuals are 'socialised', or permanently 

'penetrated by society'. ' Immediately before the war, the unanimists, through the 

works of Jules Romains and others, had also contributed to a growing sense of the 

potential for meaningful interaction between the individual and the group. The pre- 

war period is alive with debate as to the detrimental or beneficial effects of such 

interaction. The war, as both Pierre Milza and Zeev Sternhell state, proves the 

testing ground for this and other, more sinister ideas of the day. 2 

Yet, in the depiction of the group in the combat novel, one can still find this 

ongoing dialogue between those who see in the group the abandonment of individual 

sovereignty, and a return to the primeval horde, and those who see the group as 

man's best hope given this loss of individual meaning; hence, despite the polemic of 
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Le Feu, a certain ambivalence in Barbusse's attitude to the platoon. Initially Barbusse 

sees the war as returning man to a pre-rational primitive state and one of our first 

impressions of the platoon is of 'ces troglodytes sinistres emergeant a moitie de leurs 

cavernes de boue' (p. 73). Similarly, although less problematically for the 

spontaneous nationalism of the author, Malherbe considers that the war may have 

returned man 'aux ingenuites primitives' (La Flamme aupoing, p. 72). 

Indeed, this return to the primitive can be seen as indicative of the failure of 
the positivist spirit and of the ability of the reasoning cogito to understand the events 

of the war. The result is a resurgent faith in man's spiritual spontaneity. While the 
individual can find little hope in his experience as suffering subject, the group 

retains the possibility of a vitality that extends beyond the individual, as Genevoix 

suggests in the emergence of troops from the trenches in Ceux de 14: 

Des silhouettes surgissent, serrees les unes contre les autres, confondues jusqu'ä ne plus 
former qu'une masse longue et puissante semblable ä un mur. [... ] 
Toute la force de nos hommes, toute cette force soudain et magnifiquement revelee, nous 
possede et nous exalte. (p. 243-44) 

The combat novel appears to anticipate Freud's assertion that: 'Just as the primitive 

man virtually survives in every individual, so the primary horde may arise once more 

out of any random crowd'. 3 In this way, Larreguy's cult of the superior individual 

combatant is counterbalanced by, and even dependent upon, a broader sense of the 

greatness to be achieved in the coincidence of individual wills. It is only through 

participation in the endeavours of the collective that individuals can hope to regain 

control of history: 'O volontes multiples et toutes concordantes, a vous revient la 

gloire d'avoir determine I'histoire! ' (Le Prix de l 'komme, p. 89). 

However, the combat novel does not foster a cult of collective spontaneity in 

the sense that Le Bon understands, since the primitivism of the combat novel group 

is not so much marked by savagery, although this exists inevitably in war. Rather it 

represents the stripping away of social artifice and much of the received culture of 

the pre-war period in the quest for a new and authentic community born of the 

realisation of being-with-others. The primitivism of Genevoix's platoon is not 

limited to the collective, unthinking spontaneity that characterises Le Bon's crowd, 

but becomes a means in itself for perceiving common feelings and thoughts in the 
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shared experience of war and, in the following passage, a fine autumn day in Les 
Eparges. In this respect, it is a primarily oral culture: 

Les paroles se pressent ä nos levres. Nous cedons ä un commun besoin d'exprimer notre joie 
en meme temps que nos yeux l'epuisent. Peut-etre, redevenus primitifs, tous nos sens renoves 
par tant de lumiere et d'espace, laissons-nous seulement chanter nos ämes de jeunes barbares. 
(Ceux de 14, p. 380) 

In this primacy of oral communion, a dialogic attempt to achieve meaning 

within the community of the group can be perceived. Consequently, the group may 
hold a potential for meaning that is denied the individual, since, as Bakhtin states: 
'Truth is not born nor is it to be found inside the head of an individual person, it is 

born between people collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic 

interaction'. 4 

It is through the abandonment of the individual as absolute source of truth 

and through the interaction with the group that the latter appears to hold the 

possibility of meaning. The purpose of this chapter and Chapter 6 will be to examine 

the formation of collectives, beyond the enforced collective of the army itself, as 

responses to the absurd and the limitations of the individual. Beginning with the 

nationalist communities of L'Appel du sol, Le Sel de la terre, Un Tel de l'armee 

francaise, and Le Prix de l'homme, this chapter will establish the extent to which 

these communities supply the characters of the nationalist novel with a sense of 

living nationalism which sets it apart from the closed absolutism of Barresian 

nationalism. In the ensuing chapter, attention will be turned towards the anti-war 

community of the novels of Barbusse, Dorgeles, Genevoix, and others in order to 

perceive the subsequent progression from the perception of the group as a constraint 

enforced on man by war, thereby re-inforcing the stasis of the absurd, to the notion 

of authentic exchange between the individual and the group in the quest for 

meaning. It will emerge that both communities, in the full awareness of their 

predicament, seek to establish some form of collective praxis that will remove them 

from the alienation of war. In both we can perceive a movement away from the 

inauthentic and actual to the authentic and possible. 

Behind the formation of the nationalist group lies the notion of revolt. The 

nationalist group, whilst aware of the immanence of death and the prevalence of the 

absurd, seeks to establish, through dialogue, a sense of community that exists 
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beyond the eternal present of the war. This dialogic community extends beyond the 
individual and his momentary participation in revolt towards a wider community 

with its own past and collective future, thereby countering the spatial and temporal 

isolation of the absurd. 

In this attempt to seize itself as a body existing beyond the present, the 

nationalist group begins to posit a notion of the nation that can be imagined through 

the dialogic interaction of the group's members. Consequently, the group commits 
itself to the nation imagined through dialogue. The nationalist ideology of these 

novels is no longer the a priori form imposed on the novel, as it was in the 

nineteenth-century roman a these, but emerges from the dialogue of characters and 

their author as they confront history in its unfolding in the problematic present. It is 

this novelistic quest for an ideology arising from the events of the present that 

renews the committed French novel and allows the opening up of commitment 

within the novel that we shall examine in the final part of this thesis. 

Previous studies of the combat novel have considered the ideology of 

individual novels primarily as single, unified utterances, and the commitment of the 

novel as that of the novelist. However, it is increasingly through the dialogic 

opposition of ideas within the group that the ideological commitment of the combat 

novel is generated and upon which the novelist will attempt to draw in order to 

establish the authority of his own ideology. 

5.1 The Modernity of Nationalism 

In the initial depiction of group action in many combat novels, one is reminded of Le 

Bon's pre-rational crowd standing in contrast to the individual's intellectual 

conscience. Here, for Le Bon and Freud, the individual abandons all intellectual 

restraints, sacrificing his or her personal interest to that of the collective. Thus the 

cultivated self is neglected in favour of a spontaneous collective self. 5 This 

abandonment of the cogito in favour of such a self is greeted most enthusiastically in 

the nationalist combat novel. Thus the narrator of Gaspard perceives in the initial 

enthusiasm for war an extemporaneous expression of the national subconscious that 

lies buried under the self-interest of non-combatant society. As we have previously 

suggested, the depiction of Gaspard's regiment leaving Alencon reveals both the 

individual's sense of loss and joy at the discovery of his place within the national 
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'machine', 'une servitude qui donne de l'orgueil, car eile exalte en chacun une valeur 

nationale' (p. 22). A similar theme of sensation over intellect, of spontaneity over 

reasoned reflection, and of the national collective over the individual, is apparent in 

L'Appel du sol. Here Vaissette also uses the image of the nation as machine to evoke 
the absorption of the individual into the collective: ' "[La nation] to possede. Elle 

nous possede tous. Nous ne reflechissons plus a rien: ce serait inutile. Nous sommes 

un instrument de I'enorme machine" ' (p. 115). Even Paulin in Clarte, prior to his 

pacifist and socialist conversion, is proud to say 'moi aussi' (p. 104). Any notion of 

the individual at war must consider the individual in his interaction with the 

collective. Given the inevitably collective nature of war itself, individual characters 

are often treated as types. Thus Bourru of Vignes-Rouges's eponymous novel cannot 
be considered as anything other than the poilu typique designed to sustain the 

popular myth of the ever-smiling, ever-resourceful infantryman, supplying little 

more than a reassuring reflection of civilian perceptions of the combatant. Indeed, it 

is this recourse to type that has led to a widespread perception of the nationalist 

combat novel as a naive genre. 

In spite of recent renewed interest in the combat novel, the nationalist combat 

novel continues to be neglected in favour of the anti-war novel, the latter capturing 

the widespread war-weariness that prevailed from 1917 onwards. The rejection of 

the nationalist novel as a source of literary interest informs Riegel's appraisal of 

Bertrand's L'Appel du sol, deemed typical of the entire genre in its ability to neglect 

suffering for the purely political purpose of reviving enthusiasm for the war. Riegel 

considers Bertrand's style to be both exaggerated and out-dated, marked by 'la 

grandiloquence des sentiments, la redondance des themes utilises'. 6 Yet Riegel seeks 

out a single ideological and authorial response when, in fact, the emergence of 

Bertrand's nationalism, as Cruickshank argues, is a far more complex process. For 

Cruickshank, Bertrand does not neglect the horror of war. Rather: 

He discusses his ideas, with commendable honesty, in the context of events which appear to 
deny them. [... ] His concern is not to underplay the slaughter and the suffering, and yet to 

preach a doctrine of stoical acceptance and, when necessary, of patriotic self-sacrifice. 7 

As we shall see, the nationalist community that embodies this discussion within 

L'Appel du sol draws its own sense of authenticity from its ability to confront death 
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and the horror of war. There is therefore a need to reassess the nationalist combat 

novel and the confusion and complexity that surrounds an ideology that is all too 

readily dismissed as reactionary. 

Indeed, recent reassessments of nationalism suggest that the concept of 

nationhood is linked not only to the emergence of modern Europe after the 1789 

French Revolution, but also to a modem sense of the self. 8 It would be wrong to 

continue to treat the nationalist ideology of the combat novel as purely reactionary 

since, like the socialism of Barbusse, it also has its roots in French revolutionary 

values. To consider the ideology of the nationalist combat novel as a unified, 

monologic utterance that organises and arranges events into a meaningful and 

unproblematic whole is to oversimplify both the nature of the modern novel and the 

very concept of nationalism. The latter is not immutable as the pre-war nationalist 

ideologies of Barres or Charles Maurras would have had the young men of their day 

believe. For Craig Calhoun, nationalism is what Michel Foucault calls a 'discursive 

formation' in that, although it shapes our consciousness, it is problematic and 

ongoing: '[it] keeps propelling us into further talk, it keeps producing debates over 

how to think about it'. 9 Similarly, Benedict Anderson believes that the concept of 

nationalism as closed and as a tool of state control results from the failure to 

recognise the origins of nationalism in popular opposition to monarchical and 

dynastic institutions. Anderson argues that the 'official nationalisms' of nineteenth- 

century Europe were an attempt to harness the dynamic force of 'popular linguistic- 

nationalisms' which shaped modern nations-10 To see only authorial control and state 

propaganda in L'Appel du sol, for example, is to see only the official nationalism of 

the day, when a more problematic concept of the nation emerges from the group. 

Similar concepts of nationalism as an ongoing process and of national 

identity as being open to change, developing in line with nascent historic realities, lie 

at the heart of many of the nationalist combat novels of the First World War. The 

characters of these novels are subject to the same fundamental awareness of the 

absurd and a sense of alienation from civilian society as the characters of the anti- 

war novel. The problematic nature of nationalism becomes the very subject of many 

nationalist combat novels rather than the glory of war. Thus Granvilliers's Le Prix de 

l'homme begins by depicting the nation as divided by petty interests. Larreguy is 
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unable to perceive any natural unity in his men in retreat since they are the product 
of a disjointed society: 

Ce ne sont plus des soldats qu'il distingue, ce sont les causes de la defaite qui affluent de 
Paris et de la France. Et maintenant sa plume court, ecrit hätivement et sans regle, enveloppe 
dans un meme anatheme: individualisme, egoisme, ambitions etroites; [... ] esprit de parti, 
affaiblissement des consciences [... ]; scepticisme politique, insouciance epicurienne; 
indolente inaction. (pp. 58-59) 

Indeed, the nationalist combat novel is marked by what at times must be the 
deliberate apposition of traditional patriotism to the horrific reality of modern war. 
This is exemplified in La Flamme au poing where the conventional nationalism of 
the first of three apparitions ('L'Amour'), with her evocation of the need for the 

soldier to procreate in order to guarantee the continuity and future of the French race, 
is countered by the narrator's frequent sense of being-towards-death. The familiar 

and banal reassurances offered by 'L'Amour' are interrupted by combat novel 

grotesque as a fellow combatant is decapitated by an explosion. I l 

Equally, the heroes of L'Appel du sol question established forms of 

nationalism that are not the result of a direct experience of the war. For Vaissette, 

rejecting those philosophers, journalists, and 'universitaires' who ' "[... ] 

represente[nt] la guerre, dans leurs ecrits, sous la meme apparence de joie, de 

grandeur, de methode, de gloire et d'epopee" ' (p. 77), participation is the key to any 

valid notion of the nation and any understanding of why the individual is prepared to 

die for his country. As Vaissette and Fabre agree, it is only from ' "des propos 

decousus" ' of combatants that one can achieve ' "une conception philosophique de 

ce drame" ' (p. 75). Vaissette concludes that only by experiencing war can one hope 

to understand the ability of the individual to die for his country: 

"La guerre nous fait voir l'humaine verite de sa doctrine, que dominent de grandes idees: 
l'indifference de la nature, le dedain de la mort. Nous savons maintenant la fragilite de nos 
bonheurs perissables, les caprices de la fortune; et nous avons appris ä voir venir noire fin 

prochaine avec une volonte tranquille et une intelligence souveraine. " (p. 281) 

In a similar though harsher vein, the narrator of La Flamme au poing depicts the war 

as having created an authentic warrior community that appears to exclude those who 

are not already members: 

A eire, depuis si longtemps, ä Faff it, replies et seuls, sur cette hauteur, nous avons acquis 

une perspicacite etrange, harcelante et aigue. Nous nous connaissons profondement et savons 
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bien ce que nous valons les uns et les autres. Les nouveaux venus sont genes par la flamme 
dure de ces regards. (pp. 68-69) 

The very concept of the nation and the legitimacy of established forms of 
nationalism become the subject of disputation in these novels. The concept of the 

nation that emerges from the group is not that of an absolute but that of a variant 
open to change. As Bakhtin states, the individual word is not closed to ne`w- 
meanings and new usage: 

It never gravitates toward a single consciousness or a single voice. The life of the word is 
contained in its transfer from one mouth to another, from one context to another, from one 
social collective to another, from one generation to another generation. 12 

Similarly, the nationalism advocated by the nationalist combat novel, born of the 

confrontation with death in the trenches, is that of an idea in the process of 
developing new meaning and life through its position as an object of disputation. 

Inevitably, however, this idea has to develop dialogically from previous novelistic 

notions of nationalism. Elements of Barresian nationalism persist in the nationalist 

combat novel, but the dialogue of the combatant group gives rise to a living 

nationalism that exists alongside the old language of the pre-war novel. 
Thus there appears to be conflict at the heart of the nationalist group since it 

seeks to establish its own authentic notion of nationalism, rather than to accept the 

nationalism that is handed down through military authority or by literary 

predecessors. In this way it appears to exclude sections of the nation, representing a 

certain return to the anti-authoritarian origins of nationalism. The nationalist novel, 

although to a lesser extent than the anti-war novel, suggests a growing chasm 

between military reality and civilian life. Rene des Touches, whilst endeavouring to 

bridge this chasm, merely draws further attention to the disparity between the soldier 

and the society from which he is excluded: '[Les civils] n'ont pas connu davantage 

les privations de tout genre auxquelles vous etes constamment en butte. La mort 

meme a conserve pour eux sa forme immuable et routiniere, son processus banal' 

(Pages de gloire et de misere, p. 207). 

While the nationalist combat novel aspires to unity, it must acknowledge the 

reality of a nation divided. In Le Sel de la terre the narrator notices 'nulle etincelle 

frangaise chez ces crapules fangeuses pour lesquelles le poilu n'etait qu'une bete ä 

exploiter' (p. 169). Consequently the spirit of the nation is embodied almost entirely 
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in the soldier-heroes of the nationalist combat novel who are filled with the potential 
for national unity so lacking in an exploitative civilian population for whom they 

sacrifice themselves. The quest for a new form of nationalism is indicative of the 
incomplete nature of national identity and of the awareness that national identity 

remains a praxis that the group sets itself. We might consider this quest of the 

combat novel as a quest for an essential identity in the apparent absence of this. 13 

The nationalism of the combat novel genre is not solely the expression of an 

unquestioning, primeval resurgence of the French race, but a quest actively 

undertaken by characters within the group in the form of dialogue. This new national 
identity has to be forged in a confrontation with death, the very negation of meaning 

and identity, and through the dialogic interaction of the group. Subsequently, the 

nationalism of the group differs from that of the pre-war nationalists, since it is not a 
force that is conferred on the group from without, but one that is generated within 

the group, one that, whilst nostalgic for the past, propels the combatant forward 

rather than anchoring him to an immutable national identity. Herein lies the 

modernity of the nationalism to be discovered in the works of Bertrand, Escholier, 

and other less naive apologists for war. 

5.2 The Nationalist Community 

The nationalist group is not marked by homogeneity but is aware of the fundamental 

differences of its members, united under the praxis of defending the nation. In 

contrast to the intial relations of the individual to the group in the anti-war novel, it 

possesses none of the alienating qualities and mutual indifference that characterises 

the collectif in Sartre's Critique de la raison dialectique. 14 To this extent, the reasons 

for the war are rarely discussed in the nationalist combat novel. While the need to 

fight the war remains less problematic than the nature of the war in these novels, the 

debate among the members of the nationalist group concerning the interaction of the 

individual and the nation inevitably leads to renewed debate concerning the very 

notion of the nation. The enforced mixture of classes in the ranks of the French army 

ensures a variety of characters who, however superficial their role, arrive with the 

baggage of their pre-war ideologies. The regiment of chasseurs alpins of L'Appel du 

sol is mainly made up of mountain peasants, but also includes Angielli, a pre-war 

socialist agitator, who charges into battle crying ' "c'est pour la sociale" ' (p. 99). 
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Similarly, in Le Sel de la terre, Larnaude, who decries war and all forms of 

nationalism and imperialism, emerges as one of the most effective members of 
Bussieres' platoon. As in Le Sel de la terre, the platoon of Franconi's Un Tel de 

l'armee fi°ancaise possesses its share of Catholics (Monseigneur), socialist 

revolutionaries (Citoillien), and republican petits bourgeois (Gedeon Donquixotte). 

In this way the nationalist group, with its attempt at ideological diversity, however 

incomplete and unconvincing it may appear at times, prefigures the ideological 

diversity of the groups of Malraux's novels, since it is not a single ideology that 

unites and renders uniform the members of the group but, as Garcia points out to 

Scali in L'Espoir, the 'caractere agissant' that results from shared participation in 

action. 15 

Indeed, the nationalist combat novel appears to rejoice in the diversity of the 

group since not only is this the reflection of the integrity of the Union sacree, but it 

also justifies the claim of the group to be truly national. Diversity therefore proves a 

source of authenticity since the new notion of the nation must emerge from the group 

rather than being imposed from outside on a collective marked by passivity. This 

diversity is greeted with much enthusiasm and is underlined in the novel. Thus the 

first visitor to the narrator's trench in La Flamme au poing declares: ' "Ah! les belles 

armees faites des peuples les plus divers, les plus barioles! Vous malaxez la pate 

d'oü surgira le monde nouveau" ' (p. 21). The nationalism of Le Sel da la terre, as 

formulated by Bussieres, is marked by similar polyphony: 

"Ces anarchistes, ces communistes, ces athees libertaires [... ], ne voyez-vous pas, Servat, 

qu'une grande pensee religieuse les animait - celle de la France revolutionnaire ä defendre?... 
Cette grande personne morale qu'est notre France, n'est-elle pas aussi variee, aussi riche de 

sentiments que sa figure physique est abondante et diverse d'aspects? " (pp. 130-31) 

At a time when the nationalism of Barres had become increasingly 

restrictive, excluding entire regions of France, the nationalism of the combat novel 

sees itself as far more inclusive. 16 The nationalism that is proposed by the characters 

of the combat novel is not an acknowledgement that the subject is the passive 

plaything of racially determined forces, but an active participant in the constant 

formation of the nation. Indeed, it is this interaction of the individual and the nation 

that Calhoun considers to be essential to our understanding of nationalism as a 

discursive formation; just as Rousseau perceived the general will as indivisible and 
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yet contained within the individual subject, so, as Fichte believed and as Calhoun 

reiterates, the nation and the individual are indivisible and integral unities. Behind 

the formulations of both Escholier's and Bertrand's characters lies the belief that 
'individuals are directly members of the nation, that it marks each of them as having 

an intrinsic identity and that they commune with it immediately and as a whole'. 17 

Whereas pre-war nationalism can be denoted by its passivity in the acceptance of 
individual racial determinants, the combat novel proposes an exchange, or 

communion, between the nation and the individual. Each individual therefore 

possesses the ability to propel the notion of the nation forward and beyond those 

authoritative and restrictive notions of the nation current in the 191 Os. 

Nowhere is this notion of the nation as the overarching and unifying praxis of 

a socially and ideologically diverse group more thoroughly explored than in the 

conversations of the officer characters of L'Appel du sol. Whilst their dialogue may 

seem stilted and unnaturally philosophical amidst the more pressing need to fight the 

war, it represents a serious attempt to develop meaning amidst the absurd. No longer 

are the voices of the characters dominated by the orthodox and authoritative 

nationalism of the narrator, as is the case in Barres's Le Roman de l'energie 

nationale. Rather, they are heard alongside the periodic Barresian tones of the 

narrator; the two differing forms of nationalism co-exist. However, the remnants of 

Barresian nationalism, which have already been partially invalidated by the 

characters' own awareness of the indifference of the natural world, are further 

undermined by the open and dialogic nationalism of Vaissette and Fabre. 

Chapter 7 of L'Appel du sol provides a model of this dialogic interaction. 

Significantly, this dialogue takes place immediately prior to battle and in the 

realisation that their possible deaths add an authentic dimension to their thoughts. 

Thus the narrator remarks: 'Ce n'est qu'ä la guerre qu'on peut vivre ces minutes 

uniques de communion avec l'intimite de sa pensee' (p. 138). For Vaissette and 

Fabre, Captain de Quere, a Catholic professional soldier who feels isolated from the 

republican nation the army serves, represents an outdated form of nationalism that is 

characterised by its love of absolutes: 'Les choses pour lui etaient absolues, toutes 

claires et sans felure, comme sa science et comme sa fol. [... ] Il vivait en des temps 

revolus depuis deux cents ans' (p. 133). To this Vaissette and Fabre oppose their own 
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modern, democratic notion of the nation. For Vaissette, the peacetime teacher of 
Philosophy, patriotism results from the interaction of the self and the nation, 
producing ' "un egoisme sacre. Ce qu'on aime en eile, c'est encore soi" ' (p. 140). 
Thus individual notions of the nation are diverse but united through this form of 
love. For Vaissette, the group is not marked by the abandonment of self-love for the 
love of an idea, as Freud suggests, 18 but by the interaction of the self and the nation 
established through time. It is also this realisation that lies behind the friendship of 
the petit bourgeois and the socialist in Un Tel de l'armee rancaise: 'ils se sont 
apercus que le meme desir de vie heureuse et simple les animait; ils ont compris que, 

pour realiser leur bonheur personnel, il leur fallait defendre, avant tout, les villes et 
la terre nationales' (pp. 38-39). 

Returning to L'Appel du sol, the philosophical dialogue of the group then 

passes to a seemingly more banal conversation based on personal memories, yet 
these too, acording to Quere, both separate and unite individuals in the love of a 
diverse nation: 

"C'est tout cela, voyez-vous, [... ] qui compose notre Patrie: les souvenirs de notre enfance, le 
paysage oü nous avons grandi, le sourire de nos meres, [... ] les autels de notre foi ou l'ecole 
de notre incredulite. Vaissette et moi n'aimons pas notre pays pour des raisons pareilles, mais 
nous 1'aimons pareillement. " (p. 140) 

The recognition of national diversity and, here, claiming the divisions of the 

past as signs of a common heritage, reflect a fundamental aim of nationalist 

discourse: to create a significant and potentially unifying past where this has 

previously been problematic. As Anderson states, the nation has to both forget and 

remember the civil divisions of the past. Thus he quotes Renan's assertion that: 'Tout 

citoyen francais doit avoir oublie la Saint-Barthelemy, les massacres du Midi au 

XIIIe siecle', suggesting that to forget one has first to remember. 19 The nation 

remembers its past divisions as a source of its continuity and forgets them in order to 

progress. It is the recognition of this which arises from the dialogue of the officer 

characters of L'Appel du sol. Vaissette then provides the ideological synthesis of the 

dialogue concluding that, while the Germans are motivated by materialist thought 

(hence their need to conquer other lands), the French are the embodiment of Latin 

spirituality and of l'idee in opposition to such materialism. It is this single feature 

that lies behind all diverse concepts of the nation in the past and that subsists in the 
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national character (thereby incorporating a degree of the determinism of pre-war 

nationalism): 

"Nous sommes les soldats de 1'Idee. Nous nous battons parce que nous portons en nous, pour 
votre joie, mon capitaine, l'äme des croises et des chouans, et aussi, ne vous en deplaise, 
Celle des camisards et des sans culottes. " (p. 146)20 

Dialogue seeks to establish itself as an oppositional force to the absurd in the 

nationalist combat novel. The temporal alienation often felt in battle, and expressed 
in the chronotope of the absurd, is counter-balanced by the attempts of nationalist 
discourse to establish continuity through time and to reconnect the nationalist 
dialogic community with the past. For the nationalist author this is a fundamental 

quality of self-accounting and explains the ability of the individual French soldier to 

engage in meaningful conversation with fellow, previously unknown combatants. 
Thus Un Tel, on leave in 'le Paris indifferent', is able to enjoy a more authentic 

exchange with a fellow soldier rather than with the intellectuals and artists he 

frequented before the war: 

Un Tel etait heureux que la bonne sante morale et la calme raison d'un compagnon lui aient 
fait oublier [... ] la vilenie et la stupidite de ceux qu'il avait la douleur de nommer ses 
confreres. [... ] Cc bonheur partage ne leur semblait pas miraculeux. [... ] Tant il est vrai que 
rien nest si proche d'un Soldat, comme un autre soldat, son frere. (Un Tel de l'armee 
francaise, p. 117) 

A moment which gives rise to much dialogue in the nationalist combat novel 

is the rest period. In L'Appel du sol, Le Sel de la terre, and Un Tel de l'armee 

rancaise these periods are marked by scenes of eating and drinking that are 

potentially carnivalesque in the sense of physical regeneration that they bring to the 

men of the front. There is a marked contrast between the almost absurdist depiction 

of mealtime in Gaspard and the well-being felt in the aforementioned novels. In 

Gaspard, the platoon's new cook, Courbecave, is almost immediately annihilated by 

a shell. Combat novel grotesque is apparent in the mingling of the body and the very 

food supposed to nourish the soldiers: 

Soudain, Gaspard, qui avait les yeux humides, retira avec sa cuiller un cordonnet noir oü 

pendait une medaille d'identite. On lut dessus: Courbecave, 1905. Pauvre diable, si fier de sa 

popote, il avait en mourant signe sa premiere et derniere soupe. (p. 84) 
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Courbecave's death is narrated in terms of fete absurde; the reference to his having 

signed his last soup, and thereby having perpetuated his memory in some way, is 

merely ironic. 

In contrast to this, the rest scenes of the novels of Bertrand, Escholier, and 
Franconi can be seen as an attempt to counter the oppressive forces of fete absurde. 
Whereas the latter is the spatial embodiment of the chronotope of the absurd, the rest 
scenes of these novels represent the desire to rehabilitate the body and the death of 
the individual. 21 The nationalist dialogic community begins to feel its own continuity 
through the regenerative effects of food, drink, celebration, and the resulting 
dialogues which attempt to re-integrate the members of the community in time. In 
L'Appel du sol, Chapter 5 ('Une Etape') illustrates the potential for the dialogic 

community to emerge, after a long march, from the passivity of the collective 
through the rehabilitation of the body. Its location within the novel is revealing, 
following the previous chapters, 'La mort d'un soldat' and 'Sur les tombes du 

cimetiere'. 

As the men prepare to eat, their spirits revive. There is a certain 

carnivalesque quality about the scene as Angielli loots a barrel of wine and 
Vaissette, at this stage a sergeant, decides not to intervene, even accepting his share 

of the spoils and ultimately becoming drunk with the rest of his platoon. Thus there 
is an erosion of the barriers that exist between the men, leading to what Bakhtin 

refers to as 'free and familiar contact among people'. 22 In their drinking and eating, 

the combatants are reminded of the physical pleasures of the body, able to forget the 

constant threat of death and'[les] camarades fauches quelques jours avant et dormant 

dans les plaines lorraines' (p. 107). This rehabilitation of the body enables Vaissette 

to re-integrate the group in time. As participant and outsider, through his university 

education, he assumes the role of third party (the Sartrean tiers), able to perceive 

both his part within the group and the external identity of the group. He begins to 

rediscover connections between the group and all those who have fought throughout 

history, thereby giving an eternal quality to their suffering that is denied in the 

eternal present of the absurd: 

Vaissette voulait goüter de toutes les soupes, de tous les ratas. [... ] 11 avait la bouche pleine. 
[... ] 11 se brülait. 11 jouissait d'une volupte physique aussi large, aussi rustique que celle des 
hommes. 11 evoqua les repas que font les heros d'Homere; et ce n'etait point simplement une 
comparaison litteraire, mais il songeait que 1'aede grec avait su depeindre les heros tels qu'ils 
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etaient, tels qu'ils sont dans tous les temps, et qu'en tous les temps aucun plaisir ne vaut celui de manger. (pp. 107-08) 

Equally, Angielli is depicted as 'un Bacchus antique' (p. 109). Similarly, in Le Prix 
de l'homme, eating reconnects the nationalist group of the novel to its past at the 
heart of the people. Larreguy, in the same role as Vaissette, observes: 'Les hommes 
[... ] entament des pains croustillants, avec cette lenteur pieuse dont le peuple ne se 
departit pas en accomplissant une action qu'il respecte comme un rite' (p. 221). 

Eating and drinking are followed by singing. In Escholier's Le Sel de la terre 
the song fulfils a similar role of countering alienation. During a rest period, 
Bussieres's regiment sing a variety of songs, all of which contribute to the temporal 

reintegration of the group. Servat's rendition of 'La Voix des Chenes' immediately 

generates a Barresian resonance in the group: 'Ce n'etait plus une chanson, mais un 

souffle puissant, presque vegetal, la respiration d'une race toute pres de la terre' (pp. 

82-83). A tango reminds Bussieres of his past in England and Gaston Phoebus's 

Languedoc anthem recalls their regional identity, raising questions as to why, as 
Languedocians, they must defend Verdun. Eventually it is the regimental song that 

reminds them that they are montagnards and Verdun is the opportunity to show that, 

as a mountain regiment, they are worthy of the regimental name. Song, as Anderson 

demonstrates, is a means of depicting the nation as a broad imagined community that 

exists simultaneously beyond our immediate experiences in the present. 23 Song 

expresses the desire for, and bestows, a sense of continuity through time and space. 
The dialogue that arises from both the scenes described above represents a 

real attempt to forge meaning from the group rather than purely from the point of 

view of an authoritative external narrator. The carnivalesque qualities of both scenes 

ensure the conditions essential to dialogue since, as Bakhtin states, in carnival: 'The 

behaviour, gesture and discourse of a person are freed from the authority of all 

hierarchical positions (social estate, rank, age, property) defining them totally in 

noncarnival life'. 24 Relations in such an atmosphere become more genuine. The 

characters of L'Appel du sol, after the initial alienation of battle and their march from 

the front, begin to recover the ability to discuss their part in the war and whether any 

meaning can be found in it. Dribarne and Servajac begin tentatively: 'La 

conversation entre ces deux etres etait lente. Its ruminaient leurs paroles. Its ne 

trouvaient pas facilement des mots pour exprimer leur pensee profonde' (p. 112). 
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With difficulty these two try to understand their reasons for joining the army. The 

result is a mixture of motives ranging from the desire to defend oneself and the 

reputation of France to the desire to end all wars. It is Vaissette who, again, supplies 
the overarching ideology that unites the group's disparate reasons for participating in 

the war. In this way, he acts as what Suleiman terms the 'helper' of the ideology of 
the novel, stressing that the communality of their reactions lies in their resignation to 

what the nation requires of them. 25 Yet his explanation, although well received, is 

not seen as masking over the natural diversity of the group: 'Les autres 
l'approuvaient. Certes, il n'etait pas capable de se faire l'interprete du sentiment 

commun: ses paroles etaient tout de meme l'echo de ce qu'ils eprouvaient 

confusement. Vaissette, qui etait psychologue, demelait ces nuances' (p. 114). In this 

way, the nationalist ideology embodied by Vaissette resembles Garcia's caractere 

agissant much more than the totalising and monological ideologies that Suleiman 

perceives in the nationalism of Barres and Bourget. 

The rest scene therefore goes some way towards rehabilitating the body and 

provides the opportunity for dialogue to arise. In this way the dialogic interaction of 

the group establishes itself in opposition to the absurd in its quest for continuity and 

meaning. It seeks to reintegrate man in time and, specifically in the nationalist 

combat novel, to place the group within the broader imagined community of the 

combatant nation. Thus, in Arnoux's 'Le Cabaret', the celebrations and conversations 

of drunken soldiers assert the continuity of the nation over the problematic present: 

Meme I'idee de l'incertitude du destin, de la precarite de la vie prend une teinte cordiale et 
bouffonne. Le vieil optimisme de la race se fortifie dans 1'agrement de la conversation et la 
chaleur du vin; son ironie millenaire nargue la mort et egaie de masques naffs et comiques 
cette danse macabre qui entraine les empereurs, les rois, les republiques de 1'Europe. 26 

Once again, the nationalism that is seen to persist throughout time, according to the 

narrator, is not the official nationalism of the state, but popular nationalism that 

stands in contrast to, and outlives, all authoritative forms of nationalism, be they 

monarchical, imperial, or republican. For Arnoux, living nationalism is embodied in 

the carnivalesque dialogue of the cabaret. Equally for Larreguy in Le Prix de 

1'homme, it is 'la vitalite populaire' (p. 89) that will win the war and that can be 

detected in individuals 'dignes des plus fermes jours de la Revolution' (p. 90). 
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Indeed, Bakhtin likens revolutionary spirit to that of the carnival since both are 

motivated by a popular sense of renewal. 27 

The living nationalism of the combat novel stands in marked contrast to the 
deterministic nationalist discourse of the pre-war period and represents a further 

fracturing of the absolutist novel that dominated late nineteenth-century France. As it 

is living, it is better adapted to countering the new realities of the war. The 

nationalist combat novel is least convincing when it allows pre-war nationalist 
ideologies to dominate despite the inevitable contradictions that exist between these 

and the novelists' acknowledgement of the nature of war expressed in his perception 

of the absurd. Thus La Guerre a vingt ans becomes a better novel when Philippe 

Barres casts off the legacy of his father. When the author allows his hero, Alain, to 

recognise both fear and exhilaration in the trenches, Philippe Barres is able to 

develop a living form of nationalism that responds to a reality his father could hardly 

imagine, let alone express, in his own wartime writings. Freed of the determinism of 

pre-war nationalism, Alain is released in order to create his own nationalist projet. 

There is therefore a constant dialectic at the heart of the living nationalist hero. He is 

torn by both a snese of the absurdity of his position in a war which acts as the 

constant negation of individual life, and the desire to confront this in order to 

establish meaning. Thus, the narrator of La Guerre a vingt ans comments: 'Ainsi, 

dans l'äme du jeune soldat, 1'angoisse et 1'enthousiasme luttent, au cours des heures, 

comme un cheval et un cavalier' (p. 112). 

Yet Alain's nationalism results from a collective confrontation with death. 

For Alain, as a character-in-history, the success of the nation is uncertain, as is the 

survival of the individual: '[Alain] se sent grele dans la nuit, avec 1'amour d'une 

cause tres grande, et le besoin d'en fournir des preuves demesurees, dans une 

gehenne oü lui-meme et toute son espece, il le sent, s'epuiseront, s'evanouiront. (p. 

128). Both the individual and the nationalist group exist in the awareness of their 

own potential for non-being. By extension, therefore, the nationalism of these 

communities is marked by an awareness of the fragility of the nation itself. 

Paradoxically, however, the group's confrontation with death co-exists with a 

sense of the group's own temporal invulnerability. Consequently, and despite the 

fragility that informs Alain's imaginings of the nation, many turn to the group in 
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order to endow the death and the suffering of the individual with a meaning that 
cannot be found alone. To act as a convincing oppositional force to the absurd, the 
nationalism of the group must be able to supply meaning in death. In this X. -ayy 
Franconi incorporates the remembrance of the dead amidst the celebrations of the 
rest scene and as a reminder of the group's future confrontation with death. Thus. 
during the 'Banquet du camp B': 

Les vivants songeaient aux morts; ils allaient parer les tombes, mais sans y mettre cette douleur superficielle dont le rite funebre se pare. Nous vivons en des ages virils oü 1'aneantissement est accepte. (Un Tel de l'armee francaise, pp. 230-31) 

For Franconi, the dead of the group pass into a collective memory into which one 
day the living will also pass. While death negates the individual, its hold over the 

collective is countered by the group's ability to construct, from the remembrance of 
its dead, a sense of its own continuity. Despite its suffering, the spirit of the group 

appears to be eternal: 

La bande fetait son immortalite. Malgre les assauts, les Bombardements, les sournoises 
maladies et l'effroi des saisons contraires, ces hommes sentaient un sang riche couler ä leur 
peau. (Ibid., p. 231) 

The nationalist community undertakes 'a secular transformation of fatality into 

continuity, contingency into meaning'. 28 As Franconi's narrator suggests in respect to 

one officer, remembrance results from the dialogic interaction of the group: 

Il n'y avait qu'un Pote dans les armees franraises: il est mort ä Verdun; mais son souvenir 
s'immortalise dans les conversations des troupiers, comme si, couche par un obus stupide, ce 
heros avait conquis dans la mort une vie plus riche et expansive. (Ibid., p. 150) 

It is only through the group that death can gain any sense of validity. While 

individual characters are able to perceive their living actions in terms of being- 

towards-death, outside the group the individual's death risks losing all meaning since 

it is only the group that can place it within the wider context of the continuing 

community of the nation. The nationalist group's remembrance of its dead represents 

an attempt to endow these deaths with such a sense of continuity. Without the 

presence of others the individual can only consider his death as the interruption and 

the negation of his life. It is the group which is able to consummate the death of the 

individual into a meaningful whole and thereby to integrate it into the history of the 

group. As Bakhtin writes: 'We anticipate the other's death as the inevitable 
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nonrealization [sic] or failure of his life in respect to meaning, and we seek to create 
forms of justification [... ] that he is in principle incapable of finding from his own 
place'. 29 Consequently, the living, in their remembrance of the dead, are able to 
anticipate the possibility of meaning and completion in their own deaths in the way 
that their memory will be perpetuated among the survivors of the nationalist 
community. 

At the heart of the nationalist community lies a perception of the constant 
threat of negation in the immanence of death; the nationalist community is founded 

on a shared awareness of being-towards-death. It is this ability to contemplate death 

collectively that marks the virile fraternity of many combat novels and anticipates 
that of the Malrucian community. The collective spirit of the group is therefore 
defined by this confrontation with death, as the voice of F... suggests to the narrator 

of La Flamme au poing: 

"Nous sommes seuls et innombrables, solidaires et etrangers. [... ] Nous gravitons autour de 
la mort. Nous sentons son souffle sur nos visages. Et rien ne nous distrait de sa presence 
imperissable. Les autres vivent leur vie et nous commenrons de vivre notre mort. " (p. 217) 

Thus the group begins to constitute an authentic community in its 

anticipation of death. This self-attributed authenticity is apposed to the inauthenticity 

of a society that fails to anticipate death, further reinforcing the alienation that the 

group frequently experiences in respect to civilian society. In Heideggerian terms, 

this authenticity stems from the fact that, according to Gelven, 'authentic 

understanding (anticipation) lies in Dasein's going toward the future, whereas 

inauthentic understanding (waiting) lies in the future coming toward Dasein'. 30 It is 

the ensuing sense of value that the combatant perceives in his predicament, and 

which is reinforced within the nationalist community, that informs, in certain novels, 

what might be termed fascist deviation. For, while the nationalist combatant 

community is marked by social diversity, the shared confrontation with death, and its 

concomitant sense of moral authenticity, are translated into post-war praxis that at 

times remind us of those of the German Freikorps or the Italian squadristi. Thus, 

while the communities of Bertrand and Escholier primarily extol a popular 

nationalism that comes to the fore in wartime, those of Franconi and, to a lesser 
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extent, Granvilliers and Malherbe, sometimes give voice to what might be 

considered pre-fascist discourses. 

5.3 Fascist Deviation? 

In her essay 'Projections of Everyman', Holgar Klein establishes certain affinities 
between fascism and the thinking of Franconi, Williamson, and Wierchert. 31 Indeed, 

as both Milza and Sternhell attest, the war experience is central to the emergence of 
fascism in Italy and Germany as well as to that of pre-fascistic discourse in France. 
While Milza opposes Sternhell's notion that fascism is a structured ideology, 

resulting from the fusion of nineteenth-century nationalism and Marxist revisionism 

of the early twentieth century, both acknowledge the role of the First World War in 

the development of the fascist mentality. As Milza states in Fascisme francais: 

[Le fascisme] est inseparable [... ] de la grande tuerie de 1914-1918. Le style du fascisme, 
avec ses defiles, ses uniformes, son organisation en escouades armees, ses coups de main, sa 
hierarchie calquee sur celle de l'institution militaire, est le style meme de la guerre [... ]. Y 
sont priviliegees les vertus du combattant: le courage physique et moral, 1'abnegation, la 
discipline, 1'energie et la force, la camaraderie virile et le culte du chef, et c'est ä cette image 
que doit eire modele l'homme nouveau, dans une perspective qu'est celle de ]a guerre ä venir. 
(p. 57) 

Unsurprisingly elements of pre-fascist discourse are discernible in certain 

nationalist novels of the war. Broadly speaking, the two principal recurrent themes 

of such discourse are the cult of the military leader and a certain conception of male 

and female roles in a post-war society, where anciens combattants will enjoy the 

privileges of a warrior class, while women enjoy the maternity that has been denied 

them by the prolonged absence of their men. Such tendencies find expression in a 

variety of individual novels, from Le Prix de l'homme to Le Songe. Yet it is Franconi 

that comes the closest to embodying a form of proto-fascism in Un Tel de l'armee 

francaise. Klein's essay does much to adumbrate those aspects of Franconi's thinking 

that reflect what Milza later terms first-phase fascism, characterised by the desire to 

prolong the camaraderie of the trenches in a virile, anti-bourgeois, anti-capitalist 

reformation of society. 32 

Undeniably, a certain image of the post-war period is anticipated in the 

novels of Granvilliers, Franconi, and Malherbe; an elite is to emerge from the war 

and to dominate civilian society. The authentic community of the front, led by the 

energetic and charismatic leader, will seek to impose its valid perceptions born of 
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the war on civilian society. The post-war society that certain characters of the 

nationalist combat novel envisage will be one based on the values of virility and 

camaraderie only found in the collective confrontation with death. Therefore 

Larreguy ponders: 

Dans un pays comme la France, ne peut-on pas ramener la totalite des hommes ä deux 
classes? Chacun de nous ne peut-il pas entrer dans celle des dirigeants, des dominateurs, des 
energetiques ou dans celle des diriges, des domines, des pauvres, des energumenes? ' (Le Prix 
de l'homme, p. 119) 

Equally, Un Tel may crave the love of a woman and the isolation of an 
independent existence, but he perceives the fraternal group of the trenches as 

something that will live beyond the war and which can be called into action again if 

necessary. Indeed, despite the reassuringly restrained demands that the novel 

ultimately lays before the public, this contrast between the authentic and the 

inauthentic is potentially conflictual. Reacting against claims that soldiers will return 

to their own individual interests after the war, the narrator of Un Tel de l'armee 

francaise states: 

Le droit nouveau, ne dans la tranchee, s'oppose absolument ä cette conception basse de la vie 
future des soldats victorieux. 
Un Tel a decide de faire survivre, chez les citoyens, 1'esprit de fraternite et de devouement 
qui anime les soldats. (p. 170) 

Franconi's novel is therefore essentially double-voiced in its apposition of a more 

conservative polemic and its more radical aims to destroy the egotism of capitalist 

society through the fraternity of the combatant group and the latter's ability to 

become 'une force raisonnable et puissante et imposer aux pouvoirs publics la 

volonte des hommes qui firent la France victorieuse' (p. 171). 

Yet those voices within these novels that evoke in the contemporary reader 

memories of fascist discourse are frequently counterbalanced by less radical voices. 

In this way we can also talk of the conservatism of Franconi and Malherbe who 

frequently evoke a nation that has resisted the onslaught of history. Indeed, the threat 

of violence on the part of anciens combattants in Un Tel de l'armee fi°ancaise is 

levelled at those likely to refuse the warrior's right to 'une chaumiere, un coeur et 

I'independance'. 33 The future imagined by Franconi at the end of his novel is 

characterised by a personal withdrawal from the world rather than a radical 

engagement with it. Similarly, and despite Larreguy's dichotic vision of a future 
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French society, both Larreguy and the narrator advocate democratic republicanism 
rather than any form of despotism. Whilst a new regime may act with initial vigour, 
only the constant change brought about under democracy, reflected in the disparate 
individuals of the nationalist community, can guarantee that the nation never 
stagnates. 34 In the light of this, the culte du chef fostered by Granvilliers and others 
places itself in line with what Michel Winock suspects might be a peculiarly French 

preference for l'homme fort in times of crisis. 35 

Whilst the origins of fascism lie in late nineteenth-century nationalism and 
the experiences of a generation of nationalists exposed to the horror of the First 

World War, no pure fascist voice emerges from the combat novel genre. As the 
debate occasioned by Sternhell's work on Barres and Georges Sorel has 

demonstrated, the notion of fascism as a pure ideology is one that is highly 

contested. As Milza, Sergio Romano and Winnock have argued, fascism only 

establishes a system once it has achieved power. 36 The philosophers of fascism do 

not precede the coming into being of the fascist state but are subsequently called 

upon to justify this coming into being. 

Indeed, while fascism defines itself through its opposition to Enlightenment 

values, the overriding tendency of the nationalist novel is towards the reconstruction 

of the nation upon lines directly inspired by the French Revolution. Hence the 

prevalence of the nationalist community over the individual and the dominance of 
discourse as its mode of understanding the war. The conservatism back into which 

Malherbe and Franconi fall represents the desire to rebuild a past totality shattered 

by war, while the democratic republicanism of Granvilliers invokes the popular 

spontaneity of the days of revolution as that cohesive force which propels the nation 

through time. All three seek to reconstruct society after war. In this way they reflect 

a principal way of understanding war, as suggested by Elaine Scarry. For Scarry, the 

action of war is deprived of any purpose other than the injuring of the enemy. 

However, 'the relentless and extraordinary physical alterations occurring in war itself 

are framed on either side, at its opening and its close, by unanchored issues, issues 

deprived of substantiation'. 37 Therefore, the natural impulse of humanity either side 

of war is to anchor its imaginings of the future in reality. In this respect the combat 
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novel is already attempting to move beyond the destruction of war in the 

reconstruction of the nation. 
In contrast, fascism is a destructive mentality. The primacy it affords to the 

acquisition of power before any formulation of an ideology suggests its parasitic 

nature. As Milza's and Winock's works demonstrate, while fascism in Germany and 
Italy retained its anti-communism of the first, revolutionary phase, it also adapted in 

order to appeal to the bourgeoisie and to gain success at the election booths. Once in 

power, it turned the structures of state (principally, industry and education) towards 

preparation for war. As Scarry repeatedly states, the impulse of any state or 

civilisation is to construct. The fascist state, on the other hand, works towards 

perpetual conflict, as Camus states in respect to national socialism. 38 Conflict, in 

Scarry's view, is a deconstructive process and the very antithesis of civilisation. The 

combat novel therefore acknowledges the deconstructive nature of war in its ability 

to destroy all meaning. This acknowledgement is expressed in the existential 

universe of combat. However, through its construction of broader communities, the 

combat novel, both nationalist and anti-war, seeks to reconstruct the world. 

At the heart of the nationalist community lies a form of nationalism that 

reflects what Milza considers to be the fundamentally republican nature of the 

French psyche, marked by '1'adhesion de la majorite des citoyens a un systeme de 

valeurs, incarne en France par un modele republicain que Von souhaite rendre plus 

efficace, mieux adapte aux realites de Pheure, mais que peu d'individus et de groupes 

songent a detruire' (Fascisme francais, p. 438). While the individual may no longer 

be deemed the source of all knowledge, the nationalist community does not represent 

a fundamental rupture with the values of the Revolution. Although the nineteenth 

century prized the individual over the collective and fostered a cult of reason no 

longer possible amidst the chaos of war, the nationalist community, through its 

ideological and social diversity, reflects the initial spontaneity of the Revolution 

where the nation was first able to grasp a sense of itself beyond the rigid definitions 

imposed on the Estates by the feudal system. For, as William Doyle attests, while the 

National Assembly sought to give ideological form to the events of 1789, the real 

momentum for change lay not in the articles of the constitution but in popular revolt 

against the old order which the constitution attempted to embody. 39 The nationalist 
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community of the combat novel considers itself far more the descendant of these 
early patriots than the founder of any new order. Hence the genre throws up elements 
of pre-fascist discourse within the broader dialogue of the group, a dialogue which 
places itself within the ongoing discursive formation of the French nation. 

However unsophisticated the nationalism of these novels might appear, it 
develops nevertheless from the characters' sense of isolation in time and space. The 
dialogue initiated by the group at rest emerges as the response to this isolation and 
the attempt to establish a broader imagined community. While the characters of 
these novels are not as free and diverse as the characters of Malraux or Sartre, the 

attempt to locate the commitment of the novel in the emergence of the group 
represents a fundamental change in the novel. In the nationalist combat novel, this is 
indicative of the need to develop a renewed form of open nationalism as an 
alternative to inadequate official and authoritative nationalisms of the pre-war 

period. The nationalist combat novel, like the entire genre, is marked by an apparent 

contradiction indicative of the modern mind: the nostalgia of authority coupled with 
the awareness of the collapse of absolutes. In its recourse to dialogue as a source of 

meaning, the nationalist combat novel generates two potentially conflicting views of 

nationalism. On the one hand, the authoritative, absolutist nationalism of the pre-war 

period lives on in the many echoes of Barres. On the other, the notion of authentic 

nationalism that is developed by the nationalist dialogic community through combat 
threatens to render invalid notions of the nation that are not born in the trenches. 

Consequently, it is through the group and the ideological helper, be it in the 
form of a character, such as Vaissette in L'Appel du sol, or the narrator, that 

individuals are able to grasp such continuity, and not through the determinism of 

pre-war nationalism. It is the narrator of 'Le Cabaret', for example, as member of the 

group, and as narrator able to grasp his position within and without it, who 

formulates the national diversity of his fellow drinkers: 'J'ecoute ces hommes qui se 

racontent; je ne vois pas leurs differents visages, et il me semble que, sous les 

timbres et les accents divers, la voix et la terre meme du pays de France 

m'environnent' (p. 8). The nationalist community therefore provides its individual 

members with the awareness of their potential continuity through time and their 

geographic loyalty to France. 
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In this way membership of the community provides the individual with what 
Bakhtin refers to as an encompassing environment. 40 Whereas in his ongoing, 

unresolved life in the present, the individual is constantly propelled towards the 
future, seeing the world around as horizon, the group, through its integration of the 
individual into a broad community, generates a sense of completion that the 
individual cannot find alone. Whereas the environment afforded by determinism 

reflects man's dependence on the natural world, that offered by the nationalist 

community is a purely human construction, and therefore humanising. The 

nationalism proffered by the group provides a potential framework in which the 

individual can place his actions. In this respect, it supplies form where pre-war 
deterministic nationalism once supplied a predetermined content. 41 

The gradual replacement of deterministic nationalism and a growing sense of 
liberation and responsibility, rather than duty, towards the nation find their 

expression in Arnoux's short story 'No man's land'. Here the narrator on night watch 

faces the void that lies beyond and threatens the nation, but experiences from his 

awareness of belonging to the combatant community his own continuity beyond this 

group to the wider imagined community of the nation: 

Je suis ä cette place, un dernier chainon qui ne trouve plus d'anneau. Derriere moi, il ya mon 
escouade, mon bataillon, mon regiment qui s'echelonnent, mes lettres qui s'enfoncent dans le 

cc ur de la patrie, me repondent et me lient [... ]. Chacun de mes gestes se repercute derriere 

moi, chacune de mes pensees rencontre un echo et anime une pensee. Devant moi, mon 
rayonnement ne va pas plus loin que mon souffle. Une fleur tremble et c'est fini, je n'existe 
plus. 42 

Similarly, Bussieres in Le Sel de la terre 'avait conscience d'etre a son poste, 

sentinelle avancee de la patrie' (p. 61). 

However, while it can be claimed that the nationalism of the nationalist 

group represents an attempt to counter the sense of the absurd outlined in the first 

part of this thesis, how successful is it as revolt? An essential quality of revolt, as 

stipulated by Camus in L'Homme revolte, is that it addresses the human condition in 

its entirety since: Dans la revolte, I'homme se depasse en autrui et, de ce point de 

vue, la solidarite humaine est metaphysique' (p. 29). The solution that the nationalist 

combat novel establishes as a response to the alienation of the absurd lacks the 

universal quality that Camus defines as revolt's 'noblesse premiere' (Ibid., p. 36). In 

this way, there is a certain tendency on the part of the nationalist combat novel to 
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associate the absurdity and chaos of war with the barbarity of the enemy rather than 

seeing in it the basic condition of life in war. 

In turning to nationalism, the nationalist dialogic community seeks a local 

rather than universal response to the alienation it encounters. In its advocacy of the 

moral authenticity of the combatant over other sections of society it risks reinforcing 

the insularity enforced on it by the war. In Un Tel de l'armee rancaise this moral 

authenticity becomes, potentially, a form of moral authoritarianism backed with the 

threat of force. The nationalist community risks, by seeing authenticity as the unique 

property of the combatant, removing itself from the polyphonic nation that it once 

opposed to the closed nationalism of the pre-war period. It is to the anti-war novel 

that we must turn for an attempt to understand the absurd as a universal condition 

and in order to establish the responses and universalistic claims of revolt of other 
dialogic communities. 
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in the present. 
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6 THE DIALOGIC COMMUNITY: THE ANTI-WAR MODEL 

r 

In Ecrire contre la guerre Luc Rasson formulates the essential problem of the anti- 

war novel in the following terms: 

Si la litterature qui se veut 1'expression du refus de la guerre cede ä la tentation de 
1'esthetiser, oü faut-il situer la limite entre la complaisance esthetique et le projet critique? 
Comment, en d'autres termes, peut-on eire pacifiste en litterature? (pp. 14-15) 

By extension, one might ask of the anti-war novel how any sense of meaning, hope 

of human continuity, or commitment to the pacifist cause can establish itself in a 

genre that, for the most part, depicts war as the negation of all civilised values. Put 

more succinctly, how can anything human come of the inhumanity of war? For the 

war of the anti-war novel is senseless, dehumanising, and alienating in the extreme. 

While these notions of the war also appear in the nationalist novel, the anti-war 

novel depends on an absurdist depiction of war in order to generate opposition to the 

war itself or, in those novels published after 1918, to future wars. The paradox of the 

anti-war novel lies in this depiction of the war as the negation of human hope and 

meaning and its subsequent appeal to commitment. 

To what extent do these novels collude with the forces of the absurd, in order 

to point to the absolute absurdity of war, or seek to overcome these forces through 

the establishment of an anti-war voice and post-war praxis? A clear distinction can 

be made between Werth's Clavel soldat, which constantly evokes the stupidity and 

individual responsibility of the French soldier without the latter coming to any 

awareness of the alternatives to war, and Barbusse's Le Feu which, as this chapter 

will demonstrate, moves from the alienation of the present to the formulation of a 

collective post-war praxis. Consequently, while the anti-war novel depends upon its 

description of the war as alienating, it also expresses the need to move beyond the 

war and to escape the entrapment of the absurd. Werth is in a minority in his 

inability to formulate some hope of human continuity beyond the present. While 

Barbusse achieves this through the revolutionary praxis of Le Feu, others advocate 

commitment to the pacifist cause or simply to the remembrance of war as the 

antithesis of all that civilisation can achieve in peacetime. 
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Central to the expression of any future hope lies the dialogic interaction of 
the anti-war group. While the characters of Clavel soldat are divided by their mutual 
antagonisms or indifference, the characters of Le Feu, Le Valet de gloire, Ceux de 
14, Les Croix de bois, and others, begin to create an authentic community in 

opposition to the alienating collective life immediately enforced on them by the 
army. Although, as the previous chapter demonstrated, the nationalist novel also 
establishes a similar sense of community, the anti-war novel considers that its own 
community of characters transcends the local interests of nationalism in order to 

encompass a broader notion of a peaceable humanity that will survive the chaos of 
the present. 

6.1 The Collective as Series 

In those novels that feature the outbreak of war, the news of mobilisation is 

invariably perceived as an interruption of the usual flow of both the biography of the 

main character and the temporal flow of society. The individual is then faced with a 

choice of accepting his part in the war with enthusiasm or reservation. What 

underlies both Clavel's initial enthusiasm, the result of his belief that he can turn war 

to revolution, and Peissenier's resentment at the sudden encroachment on his 

individual liberty, is the perception of war as fundamentally external to the 

individual. Thus Clavel can constantly lambast the other, petit bourgeois members 

of his regiment for their bellicosity in 1914 whilst absolving himself of all 

responsibility. The characters of the combat novel are rarely, if ever, prone to a 

Sartrean sense of responsibility for their part in either the origins or the perpetuation 

of war; the war is fundamentally other, be it the responsibility of German militarism 

or French warmongering. Consequently, when the individual's aspirations are 

dashed, as in Clavel soldat, by the stupid indifference of others, or, as in L'Ouragan, 

the reality of war merely confirms what the individual at first feared, the war is 

perceived as alienating. In addition to the temporal and spatial alienation that 

characterises combat, military life itself further alienates the individual from the 

other as well as from his pre-war life. The initial experience of collective, military 

life, in the form of the platoon, merely reinforces the alienation associated with the 

absurd. 
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The immediate impression of any platoon to the newcomer in the anti-war 
novel is that what was once, in civil society, a disparate group of individuals is now 
marked by barely discernible external differences, forming an amalgam of social 
groupings. The narrator of Le Feu spends little time pointing to the finer details that 
distinguish these characters on our first encounter with the platoon, commenting 

only: 'Nos races? Nous sommes toutes les races' (p. 40) and, later: 'Nos metiers? Un 

peu de tout, dans le tas' (p. 41). 1 While the individual might try to distinguish 

himself through alterations to his uniform or through his regional accent, there is an 

overwhelming awareness of the insignificance of the individual in war: 'Et 11 y en a 
d'autres dont on ne se rappelle jamais le metier et qu'on confond les uns avec les 

autres' (p. 42). The individuals who constitute the platoon are fundamentally 

interchangeable, a fact reinforced by military tactics which were often based on the 
belief that victory could be achieved by sheer weight of numbers and that heavy 

losses were therefore to be expected. Thus, in Les Memoires d'un rat, Juvenet as a 

sergeant struggles to distinguish his men individually since 'ses hommes 

demeuraient pour lui des pieces interchangeables et dont il aurait perdu les 

etiquettes' (p. 180). His efforts to memorise individual names are continually 

thwarted by the constant loss and renewal of his platoon. 

It is this interchangeability of the individual within both the army and the 

platoon that resembles Sartre's collectif. The collective for Sartre is marked by 

seriality in that its individual members possess a certain external unity. This external 

unity gives the collective a character that exists beyond and irrespective of its 

individual constituent members. The significance of individual members is 

negligible to the extent that the individual's own personal future (or praxis, to use the 

terminology of Sartre's Critique de la raison dialectique) is restrained by the inertia 

of belonging to the collective. The collective is therefore the creation of the other to 

which the individual is confined by society and to which any personal praxis must be 

subjugated. In such a system the role of the individual is inconsequential since the 

individual has no influence on the nature of the collective. 2 In the series the 

individual is penetrated by the inertia of the collective, abandoning self, accepting 

the external unity of the collective, and sharing the interet commun of the moment. 
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Peissenier therefore sees this abandonment of self-interest to the collective interest 

imposed on society by war in the initial enthusiasm of the French in August 1914: 

Tous ces hommes impatients d'etre precipites dans la fournaise, il les voit en proie a une 
force monstrueuse, qui plane sur le monde, s'empare de toutes les volontes, attire ä eile 
toutes les consciences, capture toutes les vies humaines, pour les agglomerer, les petrir, les 
fondre en un seul etre amorphe, aveugle et tout-puissant, par qui s'accompliront les decrets 
implacables de la fatalite. (L'Ouragan, p. 26) 

Equally Barbusse and Bernier faithfully reflect the loss of self experienced 

during battle. In Le Feu, Barbusse's future revolutionaries abandon all personal 

concerns in battle, accepting the interet commun of the army, engaging in battle with 

all the enthusiasm of more conventional nationalist heroes, to the point of savagery. 

The narrator remarks: 

Je reconnais mal ceux que je connais, comme si tout le reste de la vie etait devenu tout d'un 
coup tres lointain. Quelque chose les petrit et les change. Une frenesie les agite tous et les 
fait sortir d'eux-meines. (p. 322) 

In Bernier's La Percee there is a similar acknowledgement of the passivity of the 

individual before the impositions of the collective. As the regiment parade before its 

colonel, the men are seen to possess a certain unity and force which appears to 

assure victory: 

Le meme sang reflue toutes les chairs de l'unique vie rouge. 
Douze mille flux deferlent dans chaque poitrine, douze mille poings d'hommes forts tirent au 
bout de chaque bras. (p. 63) 

This ability of the individual to succumb to the collective, to abandon 

individual reason for the spontaneity of the group explains the occurrence of war in 

both anti-war and nationalist texts. The popular enthusiasm that greeted the First 

World War is seen to reflect the ability of reason, hailed in France as humanity's 

great hope throughout much of the nineteenth century, to be set aside along with 

many individual concerns. In the view of the narrator of Les Croix de bois, this 

readiness of society to sacrifice the cogito for an initially more primitive collective 

mentality is that which makes future war inevitable. As his decimated regiment 

parade past an emotional civilian population, they are filled with '[un] orgueil de 

males vainqueurs'. He adds: 'Allons, il y aura toujours des guerres, toujours, 

toujours. '(p. 198). 
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Taken to its extreme, such a view of the ability of the collective to dominate 

the individual leads to the complete mechanisation of the individual soldier. The 
image of the army or the nation as a finely tuned machine to which the individual is 

subjugated is a relatively unproblematic concept for the nationalist novel. However, 

in the anti-war novel, the image of the machine reinforces the interchangeabilty of 
individuals within the broader mechanism of the army and the ability of the interet 

commun to dominate the individual's will. In addition to this, the initial spontaneity 
felt in the adherence to the collective is diminished by the limitations placed on the 
individual by the praxis seriel. The elan experienced at the outbreak of war gives 

way to the endless repetition of the series. Even the emotions of battle become 

routine and reflex, as the narrator of Les Croix de bois acknowledges. Man and 

machine become fused: 

Coude ä coude, nous etions soudainement comme autant de machines au travail, poussee 
brutale du recul, quand le coup part, geste automatique de la culasse qu'on ouvre et bloque, 
main qui se brüle au canon trop chaud. Par goulees, on respirait la poudre. Une seule idee: 
tirer. (p. 245-46) 

It is this mechanisation of the human spirit that Duhamel criticises not only 

in his war writings, but also in his post-war essay La Possession du monde where the 

mechanisation of the human that he witnessed on the front is repeated in the 

industrialisation of Western society. In Duhamel's war writing this finds its keenest 

expression in the description of the autoclave of 'Civilisation'. This device, designed 

to repair the wounded in order to send them off for further wounding, dictates the 

actions of the medical staff who, in harmony with the machine's 'musique barbare et 

grandiose', 'semblaient executer [... ] une danse religieuse, une sorte de ballet severe 

et mysterieux'. 3 The repetition of movements and gestures, along with the discordant 

sounds of the machine, are suggestive of fete absurde. In this fusion of man and 

machine, the anti-war novel establishes the mechanisation of the human in war as 

another factor that contributes to the alienation of the combatant. The role of the 

individual in the series is that of 'un titre qui se definit comme une chose humanisee 

et qui [... ] est rigoureusement interchangeable, dans des conditions donnees, avec un 

produit materiel donne'. 4 Equally, it belies Nelly Wolf s assertion that the novel of 

the Third Republic, prior to Celine's depiction of Taylorism in Voyage au bout de la 
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nuit, fails to portray the alienation of the modern individual amidst the 

mechanisation of early twentieth-century society. 5 

While, at key moments, the individual identifies totally with the collective 
(notably in battle or on the parade ground), friction between the individual and the 

collective is inevitable. The series, as defined by Sartre, demands of the individual 

that he accept a praxis seriel rather than his own individual praxis. Sartre's collective 
is therefore marked by alterity, much in the way that the individual soldier must 

subordinate any personal plans developed in peacetime to the immediate aim of 

winning the war. The individual soldier is required to interiorise a praxis that 
belongs to another. On joining the army, he must accept this, and, by being seen to 

accept this, perpetuates the praxis in those around him and in those that subsequently 
join the collective. 6 It is this self-perpetuating process of alienation that is suggested 
by Paulin's observation in Clarte of his fellow soldiers' enthusiasm for war: 'Ces 

multitudes qui s'ebranlent et se dechainent - leurs cerveaux, leurs ämes, leurs 

volontes ne sont pas en elles, mais en dehors d'elles! ' (p. 179). 

The individual is then drawn into the collective by what Barbusse calls in Le 

Feu 'une espece de contagion fatale' (p. 43). The difficulty of resisting the 

invasiveness of the other is suggested by Genevoix as the narrator of Ceux de 14 

tries to fight off the anguish of his men whilst under shell fire: 

Sans voir jamais aucun visage, sans reconnaitre jamais personne, on sent fermenter contre 
soi la colere et 1'angoisse de tous. [... ] Comment echapper ä cela, avec sa miserable force 
d'homme, d'homme tout seul qui est lä-dessous? (p. 569) 

Inevitably, individual revolt against the impositions of the collective 

becomes futile and even ridiculous. Thus the post orderly of Le Feu rages against 

new orders that increase his workload 'comme si [cette mesure] etait exclusivement 

dirigee contre lui' (p. 66). Clavel views the reaction of individuals with similar irony: 

Clavel constate que clans toutes les paroles de soldats 1'emotion est presque toujours relative 
au danger personnel, que rarement un mot indique, si pauvrement que ce soit, Phorreur de la 

guerre, l'imbecillite de la guerre. (Clavel soldat, p. 220) 

In order to counteract the nationalist myth of the unproblematic integration of 

the individual into the national, warrior collective, the collective, in the anti-war 

novel, is initially perceived as a locus of alienation that reinforces the absurdity of 

individual's position in a war of such a scale. The collective, for writers such as 
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Barbusse, Dorgeles, and Werth, is characterised by what Sartre terms, in Critique de 

la raison dialectique, a 'pluralite de solitudes' (p. 308). In this way. the unity of the 

collective for Werth is not natural, but the result of an enforced resemblance to the 

other: 

Un mort, un evacue sont oublies en quelques heures. On les remplace ou le troupeau se 
resserre. Its ne s'aiment pas. Its ont l'habitude les uns des autres comme le forcat aux galeres 
[... ] s'accoutumait ä son voisin. Its se tolerent comme une bete dans une etable tolere une 
autre bete que le maitre a place lä. Une freie camaraderie, une accoutumance animale 
suffisent a leur esprit, suffisent a leur coeur. Voila le lien qui tient une armee. (Clavel soldat, 
p. 247) 

This fundamental solitude of the individual within the collective is reinforced 

by suffering, as we have previously suggested in Chapter 4. As Werth states, the 

injured and dying are quickly replaced. The individual's suffering in the anti-war 

novel is often solitary, denying the victim any sense of continuity by forcing the 

individual to contemplate his pain and death alone. Thus Duhamel writes of one 

patient, Tricot, in La Vie des martyrs: 

Il poursuivait sa propre guerre avec la patience divine d'un homme qui a mend la grande 
guerre du monde, et qui Bait que la victoire ne viendra pas comme ra tout de suite. 
Tricot n'avait ni allies, ni reserves, il etait tout seul, tout maigre. (p. 52) 

Because suffering is solitary, and therefore other, Duhamel states, war will always be 

with us: 'En depit de toute protestation de sympathie, 1'etre, dans sa chair, souffre 

toujours solitairement, et c'est aussi pourquoi la guerre est possible' (Ibid., p. 210). A 

similar indifference to the suffering of others is reported in Les Croix de bois. 7 

Ultimately, the characters of these novels, in their awareness of their physicality, are 

reduced to the status of animals in their suffering and condemned to a lonely death, 

as in the cases of Sicot and Laviolette in Genevoix's Ceux de 14.8 

The platoons of the anti-war novel appear beset by a form of passivity that 

would prevent one seeing in them any source of hope. This passivity is not only 

reflected in the reduction of men to their purely material value by the mechanisation 

of war, and reinforced by the constant threats of death and suffering, but also by the 

mutual antagonism that marks the platoon's relations with others. Thus, initially, 

Sulphart feels no sympathy for individual soldiers or platoons beyond his own. The 

distribution of rations in Chapter 2 of Les Croix de bois reinforces this mutual 

indifference and the extent to which man's physicality has come to dominate his 
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sociability. This indifference becomes antagonism in the initial presentation of the 

platoon in Chapter 2 of Le Feu. Here the platoon finds distraction from its own 
misery by mocking a passing group of sappers. These latter are more miserable in 

appearance than the platoon itself, but there is no natural unity between the two 

groups: 'Le defile de ces veterans usages, salis par les tranchees, se termine au milieu 
des faces sarcastiques et quasi malveillantes de ces trogolodytes sinistres' (p. 73). 

The collective of the platoon is marked by what Riegel calls 'un egoisme 

collectif, la collectivite etant un petit groupe de deux, trois, quatre hommes qui se 

soudent en un paquet d'un strict egolsme, s'aidant mutuellement mais rejetant tout 

partage avec un element exterieur, qu'il soit ami ou ennemi'. 9 The war has reduced 

these men, as the narrator states, to a basic level of existence dominated by: 'instinct 

de la conservation, egoisme, espoir tenace de survivre toujours, joie de manger, de 

boire et de dormir' (Le Feu, p. 75). 

Reduced to their purely material value, tolerated by, yet fundamentally 

indifferent to the other members of the platoon, the collective appears to prevent 

meaningful dialogue. This initial depiction of the platoon in Chapter 2 of Le Feu 

points to the impossibility of a meaningful exchange between individuals. After 

routine complaints concerning the quality of the food, some try to establish their 

reasons for fighting and the causes of the war. The attempt at dialogue merely 

reinforces the inability of the collective to formulate a response to their problematic 

present: 

"Au commencement, " dit Tirette, "j'pensais ä un tas d' chores, j' reflechissais, j' calculais: 
maintenant j' pense plus. " 
"Moi, non plus. " 
"Moi, non plus. " 
"Moi, j'ai jamais essaye. " [... ] 
"D'abord, tu peux rien savoir de rien. " (p. 54) 

However, as a genre, the combat novel does not perceive in the individual's 

interaction with the collective the predominantly problematic relations between the 

individual and society that inform much of the subject matter of nineteenth-century 

novelistic writing. Indeed, Barbusse reminds the reader in the full title of his novel 

that Le Feu is the diary of a squad of soldiers. The comparisons made here between 

such squads and the Sartrean collective help our understanding of the initial 

reactions of many individuals towards the collective life enforced by war. Yet it is 
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these first imperfect stirrings of dialogue amidst the collective that begin to release 
the collective from the constraints imposed on it by passive submission to the praxis 

seriel and that will lead to the formation of a group that defines itself through its 

opposition not just to this war, but to the very notion of war. 

6.2 From the Collective to the Group 

As the examination of the nationalist combat novel has demonstrated, the majority 

of combat novels do not replicate the conflict between the individual and society that 

is widely associated with the nineteenth-century novel. Similarly, the majority of 

anti-war novels, with the obvious exceptions of Clavel soldat and, to a lesser extent, 

L'Ouragan, begin to move away from the antagonism of the nineteenth-century 

model towards the potentially meaningful interaction of self and other. While such 

antagonism can be seen to persist in the initially alienated relations of the collective, 

the anti-war novel, like the nationalist novel, begins to discover in the platoon the 

possibility of genuine human exchange. Consequently, it is in the formulation of a 

group consciousness, rather than the passive collective consciousness of the Sartrean 

series, that the characters of the novels of Barbusse, Dorgeles, and others are able to 

establish a community that defines itself through its opposition to war. While this 

opposition expresses itself in terms of the revolutionary praxis of Le Feu, it can also 

be felt in the democratic, yet contestatory tones of Dorgeles and Genevoix. 

Underlying both the nascent revolutionary group of Le Feu and the more obviously 

humanist groups of other anti-war novelists is the need to establish a community 

amidst combatant characters, a community that counters the alienation of war 

expressed in the existential awareness of the novel and reinforced by seriality. In the 

establishment of such communities certain parallels to the Sartrean groupe-en-fusion 

can be perceived. 

As Hazel Barnes writes, the collective is primarily 'characterised by 

impotence, isolation and alienation. Each one is other to all others'. 1° Yet the 

individual cannot create an identity alone; he can only do so through others. The 

severance from society experienced on the Western Front and the subsequent 

inability of the individual to be defined by his social past oblige the individual to 

seek some form of identity in those around him and in their shared condition. Whilst, 

to a certain extent, the heroes of Granvilliers and Montherlant may seek in these 
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relations with fellow combatants a Nietzschean conflict of wills, the anti-war novel 
begins to seek a sense of self not in difference, but in fraternal community. 

For a sense of community to exist, however, it must do so in opposition to 
alternative communities. The process for establishing a group identity begins with 
the ability for the group to be defined by those outside it and therefore by its very 

sense of exclusion or difference. While the individual is unable to grasp the social 

essence he perceived in peacetime, he is now defined by society in the enforced role 

of soldier. As previously stated, Bernier gives an indication of the soldier's 
dependence on society for a sense of self in the character of Favigny. Thus Favigny's 

perception of self during his stay in Paris relies entirely on civilian society's 

expectations of him as a soldier on leave. l l Similarly, the regiment of Les Croix de 

bois only begins to appreciate its own misery and glory after victory through the 

reactions of civilians: Une femme pleura, puis d'autres, puis toutes... C'etait un 
hommage de larmes [... ] et c'est seulement en les voyant pleurer que nous apprimes 

combien nous avions souffert' (p. 197). 

Yet the usual assessment of the civilian population is critical. Those civilians 
living near the front are often portrayed as profiteers or exploiters of the troop's basic 

needs. One need only think of the portrait of civilians in Ceux de 14 or of 'le gros 

Thomas' in Les Croix de bois. Throughout the anti-war novel there is an awareness 

of the chasm between the war as experienced by soldiers and that experienced by 

society. For Barbusse, this leads to the revelation that French society as a whole is 

divided; of the founding revolutionary values, individual liberty has suppressed 

social equality. The division that exists between the soldiers at the front and the 

civilians who encouraged war, and now profit from it, is merely the reflection of a 

wider divided social whole. Thus the narrator of Le Feu talks of: 'la division nette, 

tranchee - et vraiment irremissible [... ] - qu'il ya parmi la foule d'un pays, entre ceux 

qui profitent et ceux qui peinent... ceux a qui on a demande de tout sacrifier, tout' (p. 

380). Volpatte concludes: ' "Y a pas un seul pays, c'est pas vrai [... ]. Y en a deux" 

(p. 381). 

However, it is through this division that the collective is able to seize itself as 

an oppositional force where individuals possess common qualities. In this way an 

embryonic Sartrean groupe-en-fusion begins to emerge as a result of the discovery of 
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its difference from other groups, since the formation of the Sartrean group lies in its 

negation in the eyes of other groups. 12 The contestatory quality of the anti-war group 
is generated by the negation it perceives in the eyes of a civilian population that 
either ignores, distorts through propaganda, or even profits from its suffering. 

It is in dialogue among the group that the characters of the combat novel 
share the knowledge of their collective negation by a society that appears to exclude 
them. It is in dialogue, therefore, that much of the contestatory quality of the anti- 
war novel emerges. As Rasson states, a primary function of the pacifist novel is to 

contest the verbal version of the war offered by the authorities and thereby to 

puncture 'l'illusion des discours de legitimation'. 13 Group dialogue becomes the 
forum of all debate concerning the management and the nature of the war. In this 

way, it is a source of revolt in that it poses questions that fundamentally undermine 
the war implemented by the established military hierarchy. Thus the constant 

complaints of Sulphart at the heart of the platoon strip the war of its official and 

patriotic discourse, reducing it to its fundamental absurdity: 

"Ce qui me fout ä ressaut [... ], c'est d'aller me faire fendre la gueule pour aller prendre trois 
champs de betteraves qui ne servent ä rien... Qu'est-ce que tu veux qu'ils en foutent, de leur 
petit bois qui est dans un creux? " (Les Croix de bois, p. 81) 

This refusal to understand the aims and the thinking of established authority 

represents what Bakhtin terms 'deliberate stupidity'; a pretence at not understanding 

the language or ideology of one group in order to subvert it. 14 The popular language 

of Sulphart usurps military terminology; the potential battlefield reverts to its 

inglorious and rural peacetime role while cartographic references to the terrain, 

usually denoted in the form of cote (+number) or bois (+number), give way to 

Sulphart's inability to name the wood appropriately, reflecting his position as both a 

city-dweller lost in the countryside and an individual unable to comprehend his part 

in the wider scheme of the war. 

The group undermines the legitimising language and discourse of war 

through questioning, but also through the reinterpretation of events in the unofficial 

and popular discourse of the poilu. A similar form of questioning emerges in Ceiix 

de 1-1. While the narrator, as an officer, cannot be heard to agree openly with his men 

in the course of their dialogue, he nevertheless takes up the anti-authoritarian 
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sentiment of his men, principally aimed at the Etat major, and incorporates it into his 

own authoritative narration. Thus he builds on the initial comments of his valet, 
Pannechon: 

"C'est toujours pareil: ceux qui savent pas, c'estjuste ceux-lä qui commandent. " 
Toujours pareil, en effet. Toujours le meme dogmatisme raide, la meme fate confiance en 
soi, le meme refus de se soumettre aux faits. (p. 294) 

The anti-authoritarianism of the group is subsumed into the anti-authoritarian 

discourse of the narrator and invested with the narrator's own authority. While a 

hierarchy of voices exists within the anti-war novel, the cultured tones of the narrator 

dominating the relation of the war, popular discourse influences and is sanctioned by 

its interaction with this cultured and authoritative narrative voice. Wolf s assertion 

that the voice of the people has little other than a mimetic value in Le Feu must be 

contested, since the anti-war novel begins to use this voice in the dialogic interaction 

of the group and the narrator. 15 

This subversion of the legitimising discourse of war by the group, of which 

the narrator is often a member, frequently manifests itself in parody. Indeed, the 

parodying of official military and patriotic discourse is a device established by the 

anti-war novel of the First World War. In this way, the parodying of official 

communiques and the patriotic press adds a humorous, and therefore human, 

dimension to those lives that the war would seek to mechanise. The use of parody in 

the dialogue of the group in these novels is an attempt to wrestle the control of 

language away from the legitimising and authoritative discourse of military and state 

hierarchy. For Bakhtin, parody is essentially antagonistic, becoming 'an arena of 

battle between two voices'. It seeks to pull the original discourse that it subverts 

away from its referential object (here, the war as justified and successful) to an 

opposing referential object (the war as inhuman and mismanaged); it is this that 

gives a dialogic quality to many of the exchanges between the soldiers of these 

novels. 16 In Ceux de 14 the new realities of trench warfare are communicated to the 

platoon at rest with comic effect by Pannechon: 

"Eh bien, " dit-il, "le I er bataillon vient de faire un bond: cinquan-te-sept pas sur sa droite, et 

qua-ran-te-deux pas sur sa gauche. " 

"Bravo donc!... Qui fait maintenant une guerre scientifique? " 

"C'est nous. " 
"Qui en est fier? " 
"C'est eux! " 
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"Et qui retourne au ravin, demain? " 
"C'est nous. " 
"Alleluia! " (p. 373) 

Without actually re-reading the original newspaper article, one can recognise the 

essence of the text deconstructed and reconstructed by the group: the army has made 

yet more advances thanks to the superior science of the war now being fought and 
this should be a source of pride for the nation. The reality for the group. however, is 

that they must return to the static war of Les Eparges. 

The anti-war group therefore supplants patriotic, legitimising discourse with 

its own more cynical assessment. Through parody it begins to undermine this 

inauthentic discourse which has come to dominate the civilian perception of war, 

stripping it of its authority and its pretence at any foundation in reality. Thus the 

narrator of Les Croix de bois opposes the two forms of discourse to comic effect 

when the regiment learn that they are to attack: 

Aucun ne sort un medaillon de sa poche pour l'embrasser furtivement, aucun non plus ne 
s'ecrie, comme clans les contes: "Enfin, on va sortir des trous! " Comme mot historique, 
Sulphart dit simplement: "Ah! les tantes". (p. 72) 

Humour in the anti-war novel is the cynical rejection of the meaning and 

essence imposed on the war by the uninitiated. In this way the patriotic notion of une 

belle mort is disfigured in the course of group dialogue to become that of la belle 

blessure, an injury sufficient to send its recipient home for good, but unlikely to 

prevent him from enjoying a full physical life in society. In Ceux de 14, this is 

demonstrated to comic effect again in the description of the buttock wound as an 

ideal to which the infantryman aspires. 17 The death of the poilu evoked by 

patriotism, and which one imagines in the style of an image d'Epinal, is one devoid 

of physical suffering and akin to some form of transcendental experience. The 

dialogue generated by the anti-war group in the recognition of its condition counters 

this legitimising notion of war by pointing to its own physical suffering as reality in 

a way that Rasson considers to be characteristic of the genre. '8 

Indeed, the suffering of the group is essential to an understanding of its own 

difference from society. In its contestation of the legitimising and authoritative 

discourse of the military and the press, the anti-war group and, consequently, the 

anti-war novel, draw upon the group's sense of authenticity. In this authenticity that 
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results from being-towards-death certain parallels between the anti-war and 
nationalist communities emerge. In its polarisation of society into the 

authentic/combatant and inauthentic/civilian, the anti-war novel, to a greater extent 
than its nationalist counterpart, reflects what Paul Fussel terms the mentality of 
'adversary proceedings'. 19 Thus the combatants of La Percee are prone to the same 

sense of authenticity and virility that inspires many of the nationalist communities. 
The narrator claims that, in society, death is masked. By contrast, the group 

contemplates its potential non-being, sensing its passage from the inauthentic, 

passive life of actuality to the authentic life of possibility: 

Un orgueil de dieu, ecrasant et grave, inspirait le recueillement des fantassins; l'orgueil des 
hommes qu'un frisson ou l'insoluble dialogue de leur vie pensante toute nue avec le neant, 
contraignent de toiser le monde. (p. 177) 

Equally, in Les Croix de Bois, Vairon acknowledges the ultimate destiny of the 

group when he remarks, on observing a French corpse in no man's land: ' "Alors, 11 

va falloir renforcer les copains d'en face" ' (p. 77). The extent of such thinking 

among the anti-war novelists studied here becomes manifest when the narrator of 

Duhamel's 'Sur la Somme' writes of his new task as stretcher-bearer: 

Je lui dus de connaltre les hommes mieux que je ne les avais connus jusque-lä, de les 

connaitre baignes dans une lumiere plus pure, nus devant la mort, depouilles meme des 
instincts qui denaturent la divine beaute des ämes simples. 20 

Where once the relationships between individuals were marked by a plurality 

of solitudes, they are now characterised by a fraternity born of the perception of a 

shared condition. The mutual indifference and antagonism of the series is replaced in 

the newly formed anti-war group by a feeling of communality that arises from the 

coincidence of the individual's contemplation of his alienation and suffering with 

that of the other. While the group is marked by individual differences, it now 

possesses a unity that is no longer completely imposed upon it externally. In this 

way, the narrator of Ceux de 14 is aware of his limits as subject, but also sees in his 

men a reflection of his own self rather than the fixed self that the heroes of 

Granvilliers and Montherlant might seek: 

Leurs pensees... Qui se vantera de jamais les conrnaitre? Je sais que nous nous ressemblons 

tous. [... ] Leurs pensees... Est-ce que je sais? Ce qui m'a emu dans leurs yeux, n'etait-ce pas 

un reflet de moi-meme?... Eux et moi, chacun de nous et tous les autres. (p. 533-34) 
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The fraternity of the platoon as group therefore constitutes an oppositional, cohesive 
force to the divisive and alienating world offered by society in the series. It is to this 

authentic community that the narrator returns after a day's leave: 

Ceux-lä se ressemblaient entre eux. Je les avais quittes le matin, j'allais les retrouver tout ä 
l'heure. Depuis des mois, ils etaient les seuls hommes avec qui j'eusse vecu, hommes de 
toutes classes, de toutes provinces, chacun lui-meme parmi les autres, mais tous guerriers, 
[... ] sous les harnais de cuirs ternes, sous la visiere avachie des kepis, - des guerriers 
fraternels par Phabitude de souffrir et de resister dans leur chair, par quelque chose de 
courageux et de resigne qui les "incorporait" mieux encore que la misere de leur uniforme. 
(Ibid., p. 432) 

Yet this fraternity extends beyond the immediate platoon of the individual to 

encompass all those who share the individual's condition in a form of spontaneous 

fraternity. In Le Feu, Eudore relates how he allowed five fellow, though previously 

unknown, infantrymen to share his bedroom with his wife on his one night of leave. 

He comments to the rest of the platoon: ' "On etait cinq vieux camarades qui 

s'connaissaient pas" ' (p. 144). Equally, Jolinon describes the spontaneous 

camaraderie of those who face death together in the way that the soldiers of Le Valet 

de gloire confide letters before battle to their nearest neighbour, 'camarade 

d'occasion, vieil ami' (p. 44). Whilst suffering appears individual amidst the seriality 

of the collective, its communality within the group allows it to become a source of 

identity and identification. Thus, in Le Valet de gloire, there exists a collective 

identity between the disparate members of a train full of soldiers generated through 

the communality of their suffering: 

Le train emmena douze cents hommes de toutes armes inegalement sales. Une egale 

souffrance, quatorze mois de guerre, en les refondant corps et äme, avaient creuse les memes 

rides dans leur peau cuite, raccourci leur geste, enerve leur parole, charge leur regard en 

regard visionnaire. Il regnait entre eux une sympathie poignante qui les dispensait de parler. 
(p. 134) 

As the narrator suggests, it is this shared misery that could potentially initiate their 

revolt in the discovery of a common, oppressed condition. 

In this way, the false ties of the series are replaced with the fraternal bonds of 

the group and it is in these bonds that we find the origins of the fraternity that 

motivates much of the work of Malraux and Saint-Exupery, along with certain works 

of Camus. Thus a similar, spontaneous fraternity can be perceived amidst the 

2 
defenders of Madrid in Malraux's L'Espoir. 1 Yet, it is also these bonds that hold out 
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the possibility of meaning. Since the individual is no longer adequate to the full 

understanding of the events in which he participates, the key might lie in the 
reciprocite to be found in the group. In this way Barbusse considers that the group 
possesses, through its embodiment of l'interet general, the ability to re-impose order 
on a chaotic universe. More generally, however, the discovery of the fraternal bonds 

of the anti-war group enables a renewed dialogue between the group's members 

which will endow the group with a broader sense of its own community existing 
through space and time, beyond the confines of the eternal present. 

6.3 The Anti-War Community 

The group, through its sense of being-towards-death and in the identification 

between individual members, extends the suffering of the individual to all those who 

share his general condition, thus resolving the alienation and mutual indifference of 
Werth's troops. In Les Croix de bois, the description of a single soldier's desperate 

attempts to signal to the artillery to lengthen its fire, thereby saving French troops 

caught in it, is perceived through the shared physical suffering of the group that 

watch: 'L'homme tombe, les Boches tiraient quand meme ferocement, et le 

crepitement meurtrier nous faisait mal, cruellement mal, comme s'il nous avait 

blesses tous' (p. 45). Similarly, Barbusse writes: 

Quand on apprend ou qu'on voit la mort dun de ceux qui faisaient la guerre ä cote de vous et 
qui vivaient exactement de la meme vie, on recoit un choc direct dans la chair avant meme 
de comprendre. C'est vraiment presque un peu son propre aneantissement qu'on apprend tout 
d'un coup. (Le Feu, p. 338) 

It is this same compassion through identification that Vinh Dao perceives as uniting 

the characters of Mairaux's early novels in a sense of man's common condition 

before death. According to Vinh Dao, Malraux's heroes are not motivated by pity, 

but by 'une solidarite des titres voues au meme destin, constamment menaces par la 

decheance et l'humiliation'. 22 

Having established an identity that is no longer dictated by the series, the 

anti-war group must now try to break the inertia of the series. The Sartrean groupe- 

en-fusion is defined 'par son entreprise et par ce movement constant d'integration qui 

vise ä en faire une praxis pure en tentant de supprimer en lui toute les formes de 

1'inertie'. 23 To achieve this, the group must establish some form of continuity and 
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forward movement in the totalisation of past, present and future. Whereas the death 

of the individual possesses no significance in the series, within the group a certain 
continuity is created in a group conscience that, whilst able to exist despite the death 

of individual members, incorporates these deaths into a community of suffering. The 
individual's death is no longer lost and the group is able to establish a past for itself 
in the remembrance of its dead, much as in the nationalist platoon of Franconi's 

novel. Despite the deaths of many of its original members, the platoon of Le Fell 

retains a certain character that endures until the final chapter of the novel: 

Je vois encore une fois se rapprocher et se grouper, salies par le contact de la terre, [... ] les 
physionomies et les poses familieres de ceux qui ne se sont pas encore quittes depuis le 
debut - fraternellement rives et enchaines les uns aux autres. (pp. 294-95) 

This continuity of the group, in opposition to the temporal alienation of the absurd 

and the series, is stressed in Ceux de 14: 

Je les vois, amasses dans le creux de la terre, serres les uns contre les autres, ne faisant qu'un 
seul grand corps dejd blesse, dejä saignant de mutilations aveuglantes, de Grondin, de 
Tramson, de Memasse, de Troubat, de tous les autres dont je n'ai pas vu la mort, mais dopt je 
sens la place laissee vide, le trou reste beant depuis qu'ils ne sont plus lä. (p. 580) 

The death of the individual is felt as an absence, yet, through this absence, as a 

confirmation of the group's existence in the past. 

Whereas suffering and death removed from the group are fundamentally 

solitary, within the group they are placed within a broader context. The group begins 

to generate possible meaning in individual suffering and its subsequent inclusion 

within the group's sense of its continuity through time. Alone, the individual can 

only experience his inner sensations and suffering. It is the presence of the fraternal 

other, be it the narrator, a character or group of characters, that allows his suffering 

to be placed in context. In this way, the death of the individual is no longer that of 

the 'nonrelational' death implicit in the Heideggerian sense of being-towards-death. 24 

The other no longer contemplates the individual's suffering with indifference, but 

shares in it before returning to himself and consummating the suffering of the 

individual in what Bakhtin terms an aesthetic context. The other thereby places the 

experience of the moment within an aesthetic whole, supplying the suffering 

individual with the 'fullness of his own outward expressedness in being'. 25 Unable to 

experience their own individual deaths aesthetically, but confronted with that of 
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others, the individual and the group have to share in the suffering of others in order 
to gain any sense of their own potential completion. Thus, in Pierre Chaine's Les 
Memoires d'un rat, Ferdinand admits that the notion of death: 

se presentait ä moi sous un double aspect: l'image de la mienne et le spectacle de celle des 
autres. Mais je m'apercus que, par un curieux mirage de la pensee, je confondais entre eux 
deux aspects; je ne concevais pas ma mort: j'en etais le temoin desole comme si c'eüt ete 
celle d'un autre! (p. 84) 

This interdependence of the individual members of the community is 

exemplified in Duhamel's short story 'Le lieutenant Dauche'. The narrator, who has 

been informed that his friend Dauche will die at any moment from an inoperable 

shrapnel wound, is faced with the prospect of experiencing Dauche's death for him 

since the authorities have decided not to inform the patient of his true condition. The 

narrator comments: 

Je compris que le hasard m'avait reserve une part singuliere dans le destin de mon ami: 
Dauche etait condamne; il devait mourir; il allait mourir; mais un autre que lui etait, en 
quelque sorte, charge de son agonie. 26 

The entire story relies upon the aestheticisation of Dauche's death by the narrator 

since the former is seemingly ignorant of his condition. It is therefore the narrator 

who places his suffering and death in context. A similar need to aestheticise the 

suffering of the other is suggested by the narrator of Les Croix de bois concerning 

that of a German soldier who has begun to carve out his name on the tomb where the 

former now takes shelter: 

Siegrfried... Pourquoi West-il pas reste ici puisqu'il avait grave son nom? [... ] Il est alle 
mourir dehors, n'importe oü, dans ces gravats haches par la ferraille. Ce sont peut-titre ses 
pieds raides qui, tout ä l'heure, m'ont fait trebucher. (p. 203) 

Similarly, the narrator of Duhamel's 'Regulatrice', who must collect the body 

of a soldier killed after falling under a train, talks of 'une certain solidarite [... ] entre 

cette depouille et moi-meme'. 27 As in the nationalist novel, the remembrance of the 

dead incorporates their suffering within a Bakhtinian environment, an aesthetic 

whole that possesses temporal depth and which counters the problematic sense of 

always living on an horizon. However, this environment in the anti-war novel is not 

defined in exclusively national terms but represents that of a more extensive, 

152 



suffering humanity. The aestheticisation of the dead in the anti-war group possesses 
a universalist pretension lacking in the nationalist community. 

The ability of the group to grasp a sense of its own humanity and therefore 

continuity in suffering is reinforced by those rituals associated with suffering. The 
burial of the dead features predominantly in the genre and will be examined in more 
detail in the final chapter of this thesis. In short, however, the various ritualistic 

endeavours to bury the dead and to commit them to memory reflect the need of the 

group to impose an order upon the chaos of war, and, more particularly, to 

rediscover through ritual the ties that bind them to a broader notion of human 

suffering. Ritual, and the burial ritual especially, evoke the ability of man to perceive 

patterns and structures in his life that connect him with a civilisation that both 

precedes and will survive the disorder of the present. As Claude Levi-Strauss asserts, 

ritual possesses a fundamentally unifying quality. 28 

Furthermore, the rituals of the rest period, as in the nationalist novel, 

represent moments of communal well-being in the works of the anti-war novelists. 

Indeed, the rest period becomes a time when the members of the group discuss the 

war and their own misery. In this way, ritual becomes a time when genuine human 

exchange and, more specifically, meaningful dialogue can take place. In Chapter 14 

of Le Feu ('Le Barda'), for example, this is typified by the examination of the 

soldiers' personal belongings. While such descriptions might be considered to 

produce l'effet de reel necessary to a genre that places itself in the realist tradition, it 

also possesses a certain ritualistic quality in that it conjoins past, present, and future 

in a seemingly eternal moment. 

It is worth analysing in further detail the role of both ritual and dialogue in 

this scene from the life of the community. The ritualistic and eternal quality of the 

platoon's actions is reinforced by the narrator's perceptible aestheticisation of the 

scene, with its religious connotations: 'au sein de cette grange fantastique, traversee 

de grandes ombres mouvantes, avec des entassements de nuit aux coins et les points 

souffreteux de quelques chandelles disseminees' (Ibid., p. 232). 

In this chapter, the importance of dialogue in the passage from collective to 

group becomes evident in the platoon's contemplation and comparison of their 

various memorabilia of home and front. The conversation of this chapter 'continue ä 
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batons rompus [... ]' (p. 232), yet contrasts starkly with the failed conversation and 
mutual antagonisms of Chapter 2. Despite the brutalising effect of war, here dialogue 

succeeds in emphasising the humanity of these men, rather than indicating the 

mutual alienation of the collective. The conversation does not flow readily, but 

gradually comes to fulfil a vital function in establishing a sense of community; it 

enables the characters of the platoon not only to reconnect with their individual 

pasts, by contemplating the photographs of loved ones, tidying letters and so forth. 

but also to perceive resemblance and communality in the life of their fellow soldiers. 
The examination of each others' most treasured possessions, the things that are 
deemed worthy of retention when faced with a long march between sectors, creates a 

certain impression of continuity. Thus, this 'triste camelote [... ]' is seen to consist of 
'ces objets de musee [... ]' (p. 233) as if their suffering were already past or part of a 
long tradition of human resilience in the face of suffering. 

Once again, the role of the narrator becomes clear. As third party, both within 

and without the group, he is able to supply the group with a sense of its environment. 

It is in the narrator's evocation of the eternal quality of man's suffering and of the 

almost sacred quality of his resilience, suggested by the contrast of darkness and 

candlelight in the barn, that the narrator points to the importance and the continuity 

of the group. 

Central to the development of the anti-war community lies the notion of 

dialogue as human and humanising. Indeed, Duhamel's very notion of humanism is 

informed by the ability of humankind to engage in genuine and meaningful 

exchange. Real civilisation is not that measured by the technological progress that 

has contributed to human suffering on the battlefield, but by the individual's spirit 

and the resonance of human voices to be found therewithin: 

La civilisation, la vraie, j'y pense souvent. C'est, dans mon esprit, comme un chorur de voix 
harmonieuses chantant un hymne, c'est une statue de marbre sur une colline dessechee, c'est 
un homme qui dirait "Aimez-vous les autres! X29 

Duhamel's humanism survives the tribulations of war as it is untouched by any real 

doubt as to the ability of the writer to speak of the horrors of historical reality. For 

Duhamel, language is an uninterrupted chain that continues to connect the present to 
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the past and which will permit our future understanding and remembrance of the 

war. 

Just as the narrator plays an essential role in the aestheticisation of the anti- 

war group's suffering, so, in those anti-war novels that seek to establish a post-war 

praxis, he also contributes to an ideological understanding of the group's newly 
discovered ability to discuss the war. While in the works of Dorgeles, Duhamel, and 
Genevoix, the narrator seeks to reconnect the group to a broader, more peaceable 

notion of humanity from which, in many cases, it is hoped war will be banished, 

Barbusse formulates from the dialogue of the anti-war group an explicit ideological 

praxis that he extends beyond the present conflict. 

Consequently, the narrator of Le Feu is also able to place the dialogue of the 

group along with their suffering, within the broader context of the oppressed people 

to which they belong: the working-class. Towards the end of Chapter 9, while the 

individual members of the platoon drift into sleep, it is the narrator who is able to 

draw the lessons from this resurgence of the past and of its implicit sense of 

continuity. According to the narrator, the revolutionaries that will emerge from the 

mud of 'L'Aube' belong to this community of the opppressed. There is here a 

suggestion of direct interaction between the narrator and his characters rather than 

the sense of an ideology being imposed upon the latter by the former: 

L'ivresse du sommeil me gagne. Mais je me rappelle ce qu'ils ont fait et ce qu'ils feront. Et 
devant cette profonde vision de pauvre nuit humaine qui remplit cette caverne sous son 
linceul de tenebres, je reve ä je ne sais quelle grande lumiere. (p. 243) 

This theme of light emerging from darkness will be taken up again by the narrator in 

the conclusion of Le Feu. 

Although the characters of the group that emerge in 'L'Aube' are inevitably, 

and to varying degrees, the expression of Barbusse's ideology, the originality of the 

ideology of Le Feu lies in this formulation of revolt among the group and its 

subsequent revolutionary interpretation by the narrator. While the group possesses 

no single, unifying ideology in its response to the war, the narrator is able to interpret 

such responses ideologically. Again, as the Sartrean tiers, he is able to contextualise 

their comments and to discern common concerns, placing their reflections against 
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the destruction of war in order to perceive in them the hope that will counter the 
inhumanity of war. He remarks: 

Je n'oublierai jamais 1'aspect de ces campagnes sans limites sur la face desquelles l'eau sale 
avait ronge les couleurs, les traits, les reliefs [... ] - et, lä-dessus, parmi ces sombres 
immensites de Styx, la vision de ce frissonnement de raison, de logique et de simplicite, qui 
s'etait mis soudain ä secouer ces hommes comme de la folie. 
On voyait que cette idee les tourmentait: qu'essayer de vivre sa vie sur la terre et d'etre 
heureux, ce n'est pas seulement un droit, mais un devoir. (p. 418) 

For the narrator, dialogue and subsequent reflection are the key to countering 

the alienating effects of war since, in the interaction of human beings freed from the 

role imposed upon them by capitalist society, collective reason, or 'l'interet general' 
(p. 426), will always make itself heard. Although solutions are never immediately 

apparent, the very human and collective nature of dialogue liberates the platoon from 

their passivity and the entrapment in the present which characterises the experience 

of war: 

Mais les autres avaient commence ä chercher. Its voulaient savoir et voir plus loin que le 
temps present. Its palpitaient, essayant d'enfanter en eux-memes une lumiere de sagesse et de 
volonte. Des convictions eparses tourbillonnaient dans leurs tetes et il leur sortait des levres 
des fragments confus de croyances. (p. 421-22) 

Indeed, it is ironic that the socialism of Le Feu that resides in its elevation of 

equality over liberty is often considered the monologic possession of the author 

while the role of the group is overlooked. The notion of equality as the most 

neglected revolutionary value in the France of the Third Republic springs from the 

group itself and is given ideological form in the socialism of the narrator. It is the 

group which formulates the possibility of revolution arising from war and which, 

with the help of the narrator, gains a sense of its broader community: the ever- 

oppressed people. The group and the narrator counter the notion of the nation, in 

whose name war is waged, with that of the people, who are used to wage that same 

war. The narrator is able to supply a similar sense of community that the nationalist 

combat novel finds in popular nationalism by reminding these combatants that their 

presence here is an absence among the people. 30 He therefore considers himself as 

transcribing the discoveries of the group and the emergence of a post-war 

revolutionary praxis in the group's desire to end all wars through the overthrow of 

capitalism. His role is to interpret this dialogue and the 'reve tätonnant [... ]' (p. 429) 
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that underlies it : 'J'ecoute, je suis la logique des paroles que proferent ces pauvres 

gens jetes sur ce champ de douleur, les paroles qui jaillissent de leur meurtrissure et 
de leur mal, les paroles qui saignent d'eux' (p. 427). Revolution, in the ideology of Le 

Feu, because it is liberating, is also humanising. Revolution for Sartre, like revolt for 

Camus, is primarily a declaration of one's humanity in the face of its very negation. 
While revolt may be individual but possess universal qualities, revolution is the 

rejection of the status quo by the group: 'Cette affirmation: nous sommes aussi des 

hommes est ä la base de toute revolution'. 31 Consequently, and as Cruickshank 

observes, invoking Merleau-Ponty's distinction, Le Feu advocates the progressive 

violence of revolution over the reactionary violence of war. 32 

However, it is here that the weakness of 'L'Aube' becomes apparent as, after 

raising the possibility of the group as the source of revolt, the narrator dominates the 

concluding pages of the novel. The ideological interpretation that emerges from him, 

whilst apparently originating in the dialogue of his characters, passes from a dialogic 

tone to a prophetic one in the narrator's opposition of socialism's Write eternelle' to 

nationalism's 'verite nationale' (p. 432). Hence the dissatisfaction that many 

experience in the overbearing tones of these final pages. 33 

Yet the above analysis of Le Feu helps us to further understand the role of 

the narrator in respect of the combat novel group. The role of the ideological narrator 

of Le Feu bears certain affinities with that of Vaissette concerning the nationalist 

community, in that the ideological voice of both novels draws upon the dialogue of 

its characters. Indeed, this dialogue is essential to any ideological authority that the 

novelist seeks to impose on his readership. Membership of the authentic community, 

whether nationalist or anti-war, therefore endows the ideological voice of the novel, 

be it that of a privileged character, like Vaissette, or that of the narrator-character of 

Le Feu, with a certain authority. This authority, however, cannot be the property of a 

single individual within the text. As Bourdieu states, any authority attached to the 

discourse of an individual always originates in the group with which this discourse is 

associated: 'Le porte-parole dote du plein pouvoir de parler et d'agir au nom du 

groupe, et d'abord sur le groupe par la magie du mot d'ordre, est le substitut du 

groupe qui existe seulement par cette procuration'. 34 
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Yet, even as the spokesmen for these groups, the ideological discourse of the 

narrator or the ideological hero of the novel sits atop the hierarchy of voices 

organised within the combat novel. While the ideology of Le Feu may originate in 

the contestatory language of the common soldier, it is ratified and made authoritative 
by the narrator's use of such discourse. 35 Even in those novels that are not associated 

with a post-war praxis, belonging to a broader humanist tradition, such as Les Croix 

de bois and Ceux de 14, the narrator or the ideological hero plays an essential role in 

the formulation of a group identity that stretches beyond the enforced alienation and 
inertia of the collective. In this way, it is this narrator or hero who aestheticises or 
ideologises the emergence of the group. The group, while the source of the novel's 

authority, is not its ultimate guarantor. Yet, as such a source, it is vital to the 

novelist's attempt to eke meaning out of chaos. 

6.4 Concluding Remarks 

The beginning of the twentieth century marks a movement in the French novel away 

from the confrontational opposition of the individual to the collective. In many ways 

this is prefigured in Unanimism, a movement that precedes and survives the First 

World War. Thus Jules Romains considers that the aims of this movement originated 

in a desire to: Denoncer le culte du moi, detourner 1'individu de prendre 1'individu 

comme fin et objet'. 36 The combat novel moves beyond an initial conflict between 

the individual and the other towards the resolution of this conflict in the fraternal 

community. While the combat novel anticipates the role that such communities will 

play in the works of Malraux, Saint-Exupery, and in Camus's La Peste, it is evident 

that a privileged role is still afforded to the narrator or ideological hero of the novel. 

While the fundamental equality of all lies behind many of the exchanges of L'Espoir 

and La Peste, the dialogue of the combatant community is placed within a certain 

hierarchy inherent in each individual novel. 

Despite the frequent attempts to point to the continuity of the community, 

this latter, like the Sartrean groupe-en-fusion, is marked by a certain fragility. The 

participation of the individual in any group conscience is limited to the individual's 

ability to participate in the group's actions or suffering. The relationship between the 

individual and the group is temporary since it relies on the former's ability to identify 

constantly, and therefore to remain constant, with the changes that the group's 
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conscience undergoes. As Ernesto Laclau and Lilian Zac state, the individual's 

ability to identify with any ideology requires a succession of identification acts. 37 

Similarly, the individual must constantly share in the community of the group 
through his identification with its suffering. Ironically, it is often through injury that 
the individual is unable to do this. Thus, Un Tel suffers doubly when injured during 

a French attack: 'confus d'etre frappe sans qu'une particuliere aventure le distingue de 

tous ses compagnons egorges, il se replie dans le tragique isolement de la douleur' 

(Un Tel de l'armee francaise, p. 93). Equally, Genevoix's narrator experiences real 

anguish at his enforced separation from his platoon when recuperating from the 

injury that will end his participation in the war. Reading over his men's letters, he 

remarks: 

Et vous me dites: "Ne pensez plus ä nous... " Oh! mes amis, est-ce possible? Il y avait moi 
parmi vous; et maintenant, il n'y a plus que vous. Que serais-je sans vous? Mon bonheur 
meme, sans vous, que serait-il? (Ceux de 14, p. 677) 

In this way the subject is seen to be able to fall back into a sense of estrangement 

from the other in his inability to identify constantly with the group. 

However, the group itself is unable to survive the collapse of the conditions 

that created it. The alienation of the group from society, despite the threats of many 

of the characters and authors of the combat novel, does not exist beyond the war. 

The historical reasons for this, according to Audouin-Rouzeau, are that, after the 

war, civilians far out-numbered soldiers, easily absorbing the latter back into 

society. 38 According to Prost, while anciens combattants organisations talked of the 

fraternity and camaraderie of the trenches, such expressions of solidarity, deprived of 

the conditions that created them, quickly became phatic. 39 

However, this should not detract from the central importance of the dialogic 

community to the combat novel genre. As we have stated in respect to both the 

nationalist and anti-war models, each community acts as an antithesis to the 

alienation of the absurd, apposing the human to the inhumanity of war. In this revolt, 

whatever its ideological affinities, a fundamental human quality that is not that alone 

of self-declared humanists, such as Duhamel, can be perceived. This quality bears 

more than a passing resemblance to Malraux's definition of humanism in Les Voix 

du silence: 

159 



L'humanisme, ce n'est pas dire: 'Ce que j'ai fait aucun animal ne l'aurait fait', c'est dire: 'Nous 
avons refuse ce que voulait en nous la bete, et nous voulons retrouver l'homme partout ob 
nous avons trouve ce qui l'ecrase'. 40 

In the anti-war novel this usually manifests itself in the suggestion that the group 
belongs to a broader humanity that has survived, and will continue to survive, the 
tribulations of history. In both the nationalist novel and Le Feu the dialogic 
interaction of the group is the very source of the novel's ideology. Although this 
dialogic interaction is placed within the hierarchical structure of the novel's 
dominating ideology, it nevertheless supplies much of the language of this ideology. 

It is within the more obviously humanist communities of Dorgeles, Genevoix, and 

others, the nationalist communities of Bertrand and Escholier, and the revolutionary 

community of Le Feu that the ideological narrator or hero receives his authority to 

speak and to make those connections between the community and the broader 

notions of humanity, the nation, or the revolution. Yet, given the fragility of the 

dialogic community, the combat novelist has to resort to more obviously didactic 

techniques in order to assure the transmission of the governing ideology of the novel. 
The essential problem that he now faces is to achieve a guaranteed authority in a 

genre that, as this thesis has so far asserted, is marked by modernity. 

' Although the narrator then goes on to stress the purely working-class origins of the platoon 
members, himself as a professional writer withstanding. See Le Feu, p. 43. 
2 'De ce point de vue, le groupe nest pas structure, c'est un rassemblement et le nombre des individus 
reste contingent'. Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 313. 
3 Georges Duhamel, 'Civilisation' in Civilisation, p. 185. 
4 Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 357. 
5 Nelly Wolf, Le Peuple dann le roman francais de Zola ä Celine (Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1990), p. 68. 
6 'L'Autre c'est moi en tout Autre et tout Autre en moi et chacun comme Autre en tous les autres; pour 
finir c'est 1'unite passive de la multiplicite en tant qu'elle existe en elle-meme, c'est la reinteriorisation 
par 1'ensemble humain de 1'exteriorite'. Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 317. 

'Comme 1'homme est dur, malgre ses cris de pitie, comme la douleur des autres lui semble legere, 

quand la sienne n'y est pas melee' (Les Croix de bois, pp. 88-89). 
8 Ceux de 14, p. 578 and p. 587 respectively. 
9 Leon Riegel, Guerre et Litterature, p. 272. 
'0 Hazel Barnes, Sartre, p. 121. 
11 Jean Bernier, La Percee, p. 108. Previously referred to in Chapter 4. 
12 Sartre's notions of the formation of groups are informed by a view that groups always exist in 

partial opposition, and therefore antagonistically, to one another. 'La constuction d'un groupe [... ] 

comme ensemble de solidarites a pour consequence dialectique d'en faire la negation du reste du 

champs social et, par consequent, de susciter les conditions propres ä un groupement antagoniste'. 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 382. 
13 Ecrire contre la guerre, p. 17. 

M. M. Bakhtin, 'Discourse in the Novel', p. 403. 
15 Le Peuple dans le roman francais de Zola a Celine, p. 154. We shall return to this point later in this 

chapter. 
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16 Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, p. 193. Equally it reflects the increased use of parody in the 
modernist novel as a device for destroying rather than incorporating its target, as Margaret Rose 
asserts in her analysis of Bakhtin's notion of parody. For Rose, this is a trait that Bakhtin shares with 
the Russian formalists and which informs both the modernist's and post-modernist's use and 
understanding of parody. Margaret Rose, Parody: Ancient, Modern, and Post-Modern (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1993), p. 130. 
17 Ceux de 14, p. 495. 
18 Ecrire contre la guerre, p. 16. 
19 The title of Chapter 3 of The Great War and Modern Memory. Fussel states: 'Prolonged trench 
warfare, with its collective isolation, its "defensiveness", and its nervous obsession with what "the 
other side" is up to, establishes a model for modern political, social, artistic, and psychological 
polarization' (p. 76). 
20iSur la Somme' in Civilisation, p. 38. 
21 'Beaucoup de soldats touchent leur voisin sans en avoir 1'air, de 1'epaule, de la jambe - comme si la 
seule defense d'un homme contre la mort etait la presence des hommes. [... ] [Siry et Kogan] ont passe 
la nuit dans la meme couverture: ceux qui vont combattre ont dormi par deux, ä cause du froid de 
novembre. Jamais, pense Kogan, je n'ai eu tant d'amitie pour un homme en si peu de temps. ' Andre 
Malraux, L'Espoir, p. 388. Similarly, the characters of Camus's La Peste are united by their concerted 
efforts to stave off the plague and in spite of their ideological differences. 
22 Vinh Dao, Andre Malraux ou la quete de la fraternite (Geneva: Droz, 1991), p. 49. 
23 Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 307. 
24 Michael Gelven, A Commentary on Heidegger's 'Being and Time', p. 150. In reference to Sections 
45-53 of Being and Time. 
25 M. M. Bakhtin, 'Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity', p. 25. 
26 Georges Duhamel, 'Le lieutenant Dauche' in Civilisation, pp. 48-68 (p. 58). 
27 Georges Duhamel, 'Regulatrice' in Civilisation, pp. 83-91 (p. 90). Equally, the narrator of 'Le 
Cuirassier Cuvelier' prefers the company of the dead to the drunken morgue attendant, his only 
colleague. The dead, in his reconstruction of their pasts, are reintegrated into the world of the living in 
the aestheticsiation of their lives: 'Je lis leur histoire sur leurs corps: je pense combien ils ont besogne 
avec ses bras que voila, je pense qu'ils ont vu bien des choses avec leurs yeux, qu'on a baise leur 
bouche'. Georges Duhamel, 'Le Cuirrassier Cuvelier' in Civilisation, pp. 166-178 (p. 170). 
28 Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind: La Pensee sauvage, trans. by Weidenfield and Nicholson 
Ltd. (London: Weidenfield & Nicholson, 1966), p. 32. 
29 'Civilisation', p. 189. 
30 Le Feu, p. 424. 
31 Jean-Paul Sartre, 'Materialisme et revolution' in Situations III (Paris: Gallimard, 1949), pp. 135-225 
(pp. 188-89). 
32 Variations on Catastrophe, p. 105. 
33 In Clarte Barbusse goes even further in tracing the political development of only one character, 
depriving the war of much of its collective significance and the novel of much of the originality of Le 
Feu. 
34 Ce que parier veut dire, p. 101. 
35 Indeed, the narrator points to the authority invested in him by the group in his exchange with 
Barque concerning the inclusion of'les gros mots' in the novel he is preparing. Chapter 13, Le Feu. 
36 Jules Romains, Ai je fait ce que j'ai voulu? (Paris: Wesmael-Charlier, 1964), p. 40. 
37 'Minding the Gap: The Subject of Politics' in The Making of Political Identities (London: Verso, 
1994), ed. by E. Laclau, pp. 11-39 (p. 37). 
38 Stephane Audouin-Rouzeau, 14-18 Les Combattants des tranchees, p. 143. Equally, the cleavage 
between civilian society and the front was never total: 'Quoi qu'ils en disent, quoi qu'ils en pensent, les 

hommes des tranchees n'ont jamais reellement constitue une classe ä part, car les attaches qui les 

reliaient ä la societe dont ils etaient issus n'ont pas cede' (p. 175). 

'9 Antoine Prost, Les Anciens Combattants et la societe franýaise 1914-1939, III, p. 160. 
40 Quoted in Vinh Dao's Andre Malraux ou la quete de la fraternite, p. 318. 
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PART III: COMMITMENT AND THE COMBAT NOVEL 

7 MODERNIST COMMITMENT AND THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF 

AUTHORITY 

The traditional dichotomy between the nationalist and anti-war combat novel that, in 

parts of this thesis, we have tried to avoid points clearly to the polemical nature of 
the genre. Few events are harder to depict in complete neutrality than war and, given 
the very involvement of the combatant novelist with the events he depicts, any 

pretence at the journalistic objectivity advocated by nineteenth-century Realism is 

impossible. The combat novelist must first begin by deciding whether he advocates 

war before favouring one of a large selection of ideological justifications for this 

choice. The socialism of Le Feu, the humanism of Les Croix de bois, Le Valet de 

gloire, and others, proceed from the initial rejection of war and are informed by, as 

much as they themselves inform, the depiction of war. Similarly, the nationalism of 

L'Appel du sol, Le Sel de la terre, and others proceeds from the initial decision of the 

novelist to see the war as justified, if not even desirable. In this way, the combat 

novel as a genre increasingly reflects the necessity of the novelist to make certain 

choices in his depiction of socio-historic reality. It is a genre that anticipates Nizan's 

calim that: 'Toute litterature est une propagande'. 1 

While the committed novelists of the 1930s and 1940s are the first to 

formulate the notion of the novelist's political responsibilities through the choices 

that he or she makes, the novel, according to Sartre, has always faced an essential 

choice; in its depiction of social reality, it must either depict society as it is seen by 

those that govern it, or as it might not want to be seen. The writer therefore acts as 

either the tool of society or the essential other, able to present an image of society 

unfamiliar to its own self-image: 

Si la societe se voit et surtout si elle se voit vue, il y a, par le fait meme, contestation des 

valeurs etablies et du regime: l'ecrivain lui presente son image, il la somme de l'assumer ou 
de se changer. 2 

For Garaudy this contestatory quality of the novel lies in its being 'in advance of 

time' and in its desire to go beyond the present, thereby reflecting its awareness of 
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the forces of change that underlie the apparent stability of the present. 3 For Bakhtin 

also, prose art draws upon living socio-historic discourse, realising the latter's 

relativity. 4 

The combat novel, whether for or against the war, is typical of this tendency 

of the novel to undermine the status quo. While the nationalist combat novel accepts 
the war, it too, in the works of Bertrand, Escholier, Granvilliers and Montherlant, 

seeks to wrestle the war away from a complacent society that has yet to learn what 

war and sacrifice really are. The virile nationalism often proposed by these novels is 

not identical to that of pre-war nationalists who, like Barres and Bourget, continued 

to pontificate from the safety of civilian life. More obviously, the anti-war novel 

arises at a time when the majority of the population continued to support the war, but 

reflects growing dissatisfaction among combatants at the war's absence of direction. 

Both tendencies of the combat novel therefore reflect the genre's profound 

engagement with its time and its dissatisfaction with certain elements of the present. 

We might be tempted to see in the polemical nature of such works the techniques 

and mentality of the nineteenth-century roman a these. However, as previously 

suggested in Chapter One, the withdrawn and contemplative stance of the pre-war 

novelist is no longer available to those who, in 1914, found themselves engaged with 

socio-historic reality. While Barres, Bourget, and the Naturalists were able to imbue 

their novels with a sense of historic progression owing to the determinism of their 

respective doctrines, this sense of a direction is denied the combat novelist and 

results in a modernist sense of transition. Subsequently this finds its spatial and 

temporal expression in the chronotope of the absurd. The combat novelist, if he is to 

make any ideological sense of the war in order to advocate with any authority some 

form of action, must find means other than an inappropriate faith in the forces of 

determinism to do so. While he can call upon the very nature of the novel to contest 

the present, he can no longer appeal to those ideologies based on a relatively 

uncomplicated relationship between man and the natural world. The purpose of this 

chapter will be to establish how the combat novel acquits itself of the two basic aims 

of all committed literature: namely, the destabilisation of the present and the 

authoritative advocacy of commitment as a way to change the stasis of the status 

quo. Given its recognition of the limitations of author and characters engaged in the 
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historic present, the combat novel must confront a crisis of confidence in the novel 
and seek the possibility of meaning in spite of such a crisis. 

7.1 Contesting the Present 

The combat novel as a genre is united by its desire to depict the war for a public who 

remained largely ignorant of its reality and to commit this depiction to memory. 
Even when this is accomplished in patriotic tones, such as in Vignes-Rouges's 

Bourru, where little upsets the notion of the noble poilu able to adapt to anything the 

war throws at him, the novel proposes itself as the corrective of misconceptions that 

any civilian is liable to have developed. 

The general tendency of the combat novelist is to contest any inauthentic 

notion of the reality of the war that is being propagated among the civilian 

population by armchair nationalists, the press, non-combatant writers and academics, 

as well as, presumably, those combatant writers who differ from his own ideological 

interpretation of the war. 5 Central to the genre, and the very reason why the combat 

novelist writes, is the desire to reclaim the war from those who have sought to make 

it other than it is in the eyes of the novelist and his fellow combatants. It is this 

attempt to reclaim the reality of the present that supplies much of the dialogic quality 

of the combat novel since the latter considers itself an authentic utterance in a 

dialogue that has, until now, been dominated by the lofty, authoritative voices of the 

establishment. It is, therefore, a genre that seeks to interrupt rather than interact with 

the inauthentic discourse of non-combatant society, offering itself as an authentic 

alternative to all that evokes the stagnation of the present. 

In this way the combat novel resorts to devices which, for Bakhtin, lie at the 

very origins of novelistic development. The novel itself exists as the potential 

negation of any pretence at authority since, as Bakhtin states, its origins lie in its 

opposition to the static world of epic. For Bakhtin, novelistic discourse originates in 

the parodic and travestying genres of Roman and Greek culture. From these it has 

inherited two major qualities, both of which act as the correctives of 'the one-sided 

seriousness of the lofty, direct world [... ]': laughter and heteroglossia. 6 While the 

nationalist novel does not openly subvert military authority, the anti-war novel is 

much freer in its ability to parody the official and legitimising discourse of those 

who orchestrate the war. As we have already demonstrated, parody lies at the very 
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heart of the anti-war group's attempt to wrestle back control of the events into which 
it finds itself cast. The anti-war novel constantly filters the words of authority- 
through those characters who are supposed to submit to it. Thus, for Sulphart in Les 
Croix de bois, the Battle of the Marne is not a great victory for the French army, but' 
"une combine qu'a rapporte quinze sous aux gars qui Pont gagnee" ' (p. 16). 

Authoritative discourse is undermined through its direct incorporation into 

the combat novel. It therefore exists as a voice alongside the anti-authoritative and 

mocking voice of characters. In Le Feu, a letter from Tirloir's cousin, working in 

Paris, anxious at finding himself' "a la merci d'un taube ou d'un zeppelin! " ' (p. 164), 

seems ironic and comical as it is read out among the members of the platoon on front 

line duty. 

Even in the nationalist novel Gaspard, the authoritative nationalism of 

certain characters receives comic treatment. The attempts of a priest to explain the 

origins of the conflict to the local population reduce what many saw as the historic 

necessity of war to an exchange between marionettes: 

[Le cure] commenca d'une voix vibrante, roulant de gros yeux dans une face rose et encore 
jeune [... ]: "L'Allemagne avait declare la guerre ä la Belgique. Alors 1'Angleterre declarait la 
guerre ä I'Allemagne. Et le Tsar avait embrasse 1'ambassadeur de France! " Quand il se tut, on 
applaudit de nouveau. (p. 14) 

The combat novel is primarily an anti-authoritative genre, seeking out its 

own meaning rather than the explanation given by others. The arguments of the 

other, which attempt to reassure and point to the meaning and persistence of the 

status quo, are refused through parody and comic treatment. The notion of history as 

cause and effect gives way to a sense of the absence of direction and of the 

subsequent need to establish new meaning and direction where authority only offers 

up old explanations. Thus, Dr. O'Grady in Maurois's Les Silences du Colonel 

Bramble refuses to see in history anything other than a passive and anonymous force 

which humanity continues to survive in spite of those who lead it. He thereby rejects 

the notion of the war as a battle between the progressive force of French Civilisation 

and the aggressive, invasive force of German Kultur. For O'Grady, the present 

cannot be explained in terms of progress. He therefore comments: ' "L'humanite 

repose sur un lit incommode. Quand le dormeur est trop meurtri, il se retourne, c'est 

la guerre ou l'emeute" ' (p. 25). 
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The combat novel employs humour, parodying official discourse, as a means 
of undermining the image of war beyond the authentic community of the 

combatants. More generally, it seeks to reclaim the war as its own, supplanting 
official discourse with its own authentic discourse. Equally, it is to humour that both 

Aragon and Nizan turn in the late 1930s in order to undermine the bourgeois 

characters of Les Voyageurs de l'imperiale, Aurelien, and La Conspiration. In the 
final two novels of Le Monde reel in particular, the narrator exists as not so much 
the ideological and guiding voice of the novel, the authoritative mouthpiece of a 
Marxist interpretation of characters and events, but as a playful, mocking and 

parodic voice that usurps the authoritative words of the bourgeoisie and subverts 

their meaning. In this and in the humour of Nizan's La Conspiration we can perceive 

a certain return to the novel's origins. 7 

Laughter in the novel, as considered by Bakhtin, sets out to dethrone those 

notions established by the leaders of society as absolute and immutable, and is 

closely linked to the popular Medieval and Ancient Roman carnival spirit of 

renewal: 

Le principe du rire et la sensation carnavalesque du monde [... ] detruisent le serieux 
unilateral et toutes les pretentions ä une signification et ä une inconditionalite situee hors du 
temps et affranchissent la conscience, la pensee et Fimagination humaines qui deviennent 
disponibles pour de nouvelles possibilites. 8 

In the committed novel of the early twentieth century, the parodic tendency of some 

narrators seeks to prevent the perpetuation of the status quo by undermining those 

discourses that point to the impossibility of change. 

Furthermore, the First-World-War combat novel undermines such discourses 

whilst expressing the desire of the authentic combatant community to reclaim the 

war as their own. The result is a verbal conflict between the authoritative discourse 

of official nationalism and propaganda and the authentic voice of the combatant that 

has been silenced in civilian society. Nowhere is this conflict made more explicit 

than in La Percee where Favigny's exchanges with the bourgeois guests at Madame 

Robin's gathering represent the struggle of the authentic combatant community to 

assert its experience of the war over the inauthentic imaginings of those who 

experience it through the press and the reassuring letters of their patriotic sons. In 

their very invitation to Favigny to recount his experience, the civilian group begin to 
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reveal that they expect the combatant's account to match their imagined version of 
the war. They cajole Favigny with an artificial version of the poilu's jargon put about 
by the patriotic press and invite their guest to sing the praise of Joffre. 9 Favigny 
therefore engages in an attempt to wrestle the war as an object back from the 

uninitiated, replying in trench jargon, inspired by the real authority of belonging to 

an authentic combatant community. His riposte to the tired images of his hosts is 

'inspire par l'immense souvenir de tous ceux qu'il voyait en ce moment en des 

postures de singes, dormir et manger dans des abris, s'epouiller, se courber aux 

creneaux, patrouiller a plat-ventre, mourir et s'efforcer d'accepter la mort' (p. 133). 

His reply is therefore not his alone but a collective utterance, shot through with the 

language and ideas of his fellow combatants: 'Il reprenait leur langage, le parler de 

ceux qui vibraient en lui de leur misere inconnue, qui, muets, criaient justice par sa 
bouche sonore, et dont il se decouvrait aupres des "autres" le mandataire sacre' (pp. 

133-34). 

As Madame Robin's guests resist his version of the war, preferring the 

exaggerated accounts of French heroism proffered by Madame Planard and 

Monsieur Dupont, Favigny appeals to the more sympathetic Madame Robin. He 

claims that it is the silence to which the combatant is reduced that most alienates the 

latter from society: ' "Nous etouffons, madame, sous le voile opaque qu'on a jete sur 

nous, sous cet empaquetage hermetique et correct, presque noue de faveurs roses, de 

notre guerre epouvantable" '(p. 137). 

Consequently, the ideological consciousness of the combat novel results 

from the conflicting dialogue between the authoritative word, described by Bakhtin 

as that which is fixed and 'does not know internal persuasiveness', and 'the other 

internally persuasive word that is denied all privilege, backed up by no authority at 

all, and frequently not even acknowledged in society'. 1° For Bakhtin, this 

confrontation between the authoritative discourse of society and the inauthoritative 

discourse of the novel's characters supplies much of the friction between the novel 

and the society that it depicts. The combat novel predominantly favours the 

discourse of those excluded and dispossessed by society during wartime. Therefore, 

it represents a fundamental change in the French novel and establishes the combative 

and oppositional tone of the French novel in the first half of the twentieth century. 
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While it might be simplistic to consider the late nineteenth-century novel as purely 
the tool of the bourgeoisie, the distance between the novelist and the events he 
depicts nevertheless fails to guarantee that the reader of these novels will apply the 

criticisms of the past to the present. Equally, the determinism of both Barresian 

nationalism and Naturalism promises social change through natural forces, thereby 

suggesting that the reader has little to do other than to accept and anticipate the 

coming to fruition of such forces. 

The combat novel and, subsequently, the committed novel of the inter-war 

years, increasingly favour the novelisation of the historical present as the individual 

novelist vies with others for an ideological explanation of the events into which he 

finds himself personally cast. In addition to this, and as we have already established, 

the combat novel also points to the indifference of the natural world to man and the 

subsequent freedom of man to create his own destiny. While the late nineteenth- 

century French novel does little to undermine the present, placing its faith in natural 

rather than human change, the combat novel and the committed novel of the inter- 

war years act as the constant appeal to readers to engage with their time. They 

represent an attempt on the part of the novelist to undermine authoritative 

explanations of the status quo and, through the ideology of the novel, to establish 

new authoritative discourses. 

Refusing official explanations of the world, the early twentieth-century 

committed novelist is anxious to supplant these with his or her own explanations. In 

the combat novel, such explanations depend upon the initial polemical response of 

the novelist in his acceptance or rejection of the war and his subsequent commitment 

to undermining or advocating war. Whilst many anti-war novelists can be considered 

to refuse an ideological interpretation of the war, seeing in war the antithesis of all 

meaning, other combat novelists attempt to go beyond the depiction of war in order 

to offer understanding through their respective ideologies. This is predominantly the 

case with the nationalist combat novel and Le Feu, but even those novels that oppose 

the war do so in the name of a broader, peaceable humanity. They also reflect certain 

tendencies and temptations of the genre to defeat not only official explanations of 

the present conflict, but to point to a greater idea, or even ideal, that lies beyond the 
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present. We might in this way talk of the combat novel as a genre that is unavoidably 
tendentious and in the tradition of the roman a these. 

However, there is an essential conflict between the notions of roman and 
these in any committed novel. As Suleiman states, the roman a these possesses a 
'hybrid character, generating tension between two opposing tendencies: the 

simplifying and schematizing tendency of the thesis, and the complicating and 

pluralizing tendency of novelistic writing broadly conceived'. 11 Equally Regine 

Robin points to the aesthetic impossibility of all tendentious literature that seeks to 

use the realist novel as an unambiguous expression of the author's perception of the 

real. Generically, any novel possesses the potential for the destabilisation of any 

unifying and coherent reading of the text, since the novel strikes an uneasy balance 

between its socio-ideological content, specific to its moment in time, and its poetic 

quality, or 'l'effet de texte'. 12 In the combat novel, this tension between the 

pluralising and dialogic quality of the novel, and the reductive, authoritative 

assertions of the thesis is reflected in those devices that the novelist employs in order 

to assure the authority of his own ideological discourse. 

7.2 Authority and The Temptation of Epic 

While for both Bakhtin and Lukäcs the novel reflects a fundamentally different 

world-view to that of the epic, both see certain origins of the novel in epic. For 

Bakhtin these are to be found in the echoes of rhetorical style still to be found, and 

frequently parodied, in the former. Yet, while rhetoric is monological and 

authoritative in the epic, in the novel it is one voice among many others. For Lukäcs 

the novel represents the attempt by the writer to regain a totality of meaning that was 

unproblematic in the world of the Ancient Greeks and allowed epic to be produced. 

While the novel hankers after this totality denied to modern man, the expression of 

this desire for totality further reveals its absence in the present. As Lukäcs states: 

The novel is the epic of an age in which the extensive totality of life is no longer directly 

given, in which the immanence of meaning in life has become a problem, yet which still 
thinks in terms of totality. " 

This absence of meaning constantly besets many of the characters of the combat 

novel who, like Remoulat in Arnoux's short story 'Le Visage', come to the realisation 

that ' "C'est injuste, le monde est mal fait, il nest pas fini, ya des trous" '. 14 
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However, in its efforts to counter the absence of meaning, the combat novel, 
and especially those that promote a political and ideological response to this 
absence, evoke some of the qualitities of epic as a means of asserting meaning with 
authority. In opposition to the fluidity of the self experienced in combat, the ideology 

of many combat novels proposes the fixed self of the epic hero. In this way, the 

genre reflects what Kermode believes to be a fundamental trait of much early 
modernist literature in response to the sense of transition felt in the events of the 

early twentieth century. For Kermode, the recourse to political commitment during 

the inter-war years reflects the need for many intellectuals to generate not only 
fictional endings to offset their own sense of transition, but to put these into political 

practice. Thus many modernists flee the fluidity of being in the middest for the 

promise of solidity and completion in a political project, espousing 'fascistic myths' 

that seek to 'end democracy and all the "Bergsonian" attitudes to time and human 

psychology, all the mess that makes up a commonplace modern view of reality. 
Instead of these, there is to be order as the modernist artist understands it: rigid, out 

of flux, the spatial order of the modern critic or the closed authoritarian society'. 15 

In response to characters' temporalite, the sense of openness and loss that the 

self feels in the eternal present of combat, certain combat novels propose the 

committed and fixed hero. Thus, for Larreguy in Le Prix de l'homme, virile 

nationalism removes metaphysical doubt, as he comments in his diary: 'La vie n'est 

plus pour moi une sorte d'enigme dont je cherchais le mot' (p. 218). Consequently, 

the war becomes 'le drame feroce, mais liberateur' (p. 278). Similarly, in Un Tel de 

l'armee rancaise, the absolute authority that is invested in Un Tel through his 

commitment to virile nationalism is reflected in the establishment of a fixed self 

impervious to doubt and the changes of time: 'Un Tel, convaincu de 1'efficacite de 

ses actes, assure de defendre ses interets et ses affections, n'ecoutait pas les paroles 

desabusees de quelques camarades' (p. 144). The solidity of the ideological hero is 

reinforced throughout the combat novel by a series of redundancies. In those novels, 

like Un Tel de l'armee francaise, where the war is filtered through the consciousness 

of the ideological hero alone, the actions and words, as well as those words spoken 

about the hero by the narrator or other characters, all add to the impression that 

commitment to the novel's ideology is to be equated with a certain fixed quality of 
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character. In Franconi's novel especially, the ideological hero is what Philippe 

Hamon terms a 'personnage-embrayeur': the representative of the author in the text. ' 6 

The ideological hero acts as a model for other characters who are more open 
to those problems outlined in the first part of this thesis. In this sense, the solidity of 
Un Tel acts as a pole of attraction to others in his platoon: 'Par un jeu du hasard, Un 

Tel, ami du pittoresque, avait la propriete de grouper des titres d'exception, venus de 

tous les points du monde, attires a lui par une force inconnue. Il sut se creer de 

ferventes affections' (Un Tel de l 'armee francaise, p. 246). Equally, in order to 

command and to assure victory, Larreguy comes to realise the importance of 

establishing a fixed and authoritative self in the eyes of others. '7 

Increasingly the ideological heroes of the combat novel lose their novelistic 

qualities in favour of certain epic qualities. As Lukäcs states, whereas the hero of the 

novel is often engaged in an individual and ongoing conflict with the world, the epic 

hero is always the representative of a broader community or nation in relation to 

which he exists unproblematically. '8 In this way, and as was suggested in the 

previous chapter, the ideological hero becomes the interpreter of the group's feelings 

and is able to place these feelings within the broader supersystem of an ideology. 

Thus, while the group members of Bertrand's L'Appel du sol evoke a spontaneous 

and unofficial form of nationalism, it is Vaissette, fulfilling the role of the Sartrean 

tiers, who is able to include the group's disparate notions of nationalism within the 

overarching nationalist ideology of the novel. Vaissette and his fellow officers 

become, through their own interaction with each other and their privileged position 

as interpreters of the feelings of others, the intended guarantors of a nationalist 

interpretation of the novel. 19 Similarly, Granvilliers allows Larreguy to act as the 

ideological interpreter of other characters' feelings as they all prepare for battle: 

Voici ce qu'il [Larreguy] lisait dans les regards: "Le sacrifice est fait, autant la fin aujourd'hui 

que demain! 0 ma femme, 6 mes enfants, 6 ma terre, faut-il que je vous aime pour obeir en 

un instant pareil! " (Le Prix de l'homme, p. 206) 

A similar role is assigned to Clavel in Clavel soldat. Although Clavel does 

not see himself, and is not seen by the narrator, as the representative of a community 

characterised in the novel, he establishes himself as an exemplary individual amidst 

the collective madness of war, capable of interpreting the sense of loss experienced 
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by himself and others within his own increasingly pacifist beliefs. At times he is able 
to perceive the broader pacifist significance of certain individual acts. Upon 

witnessing another French soldier standing above the parapet to shout to the enemy: ' 
"Camarades [... ] Scheissarbeit" ' (p. 174), he comments to himself : 

"Cet homme joue sa foi en l'humanite. 11 vaut mieux mourir, si on ne peut avoir confiance. 
Ce n'est pas au-dessus de la tranchee [... ] qu'il se dresse: c'est au-dessus de la guerre" (p. 
175) 

The ideological hero of the novel possesses those qualities that Janet Pictaggio 

associates with the narrators of Le Feu and Les Croix de bois: namely, savoir-voir 

and savoir-dire. 20 In addition to these, however, the ideological hero is also 

characterised by his savoir-faire and his ability to interpret his own actions as well as 
those of others through an ideology which supplies a savoir-comprendre. 

Equally, the respect with which the platoon of Le Feu treat the pacifist 
Corporal Bertrand is indicative of Barbusse's desire to contrast the committed and 

solid self of the corporal with the rest of the platoon, who fail to grasp a full 

ideological understanding of the war until the novel's conclusion. Thus Bertrand is 

described in terms of solidity in contrast to the decay of war and the sense of flux 

that marks other characters. He is compared to a statue and described as 'marmoreen' 

(p. 327) amidst the viscous surroundings of the trench. As Rasson states, he remains 

a guiding voice who, through his reference to Liebknecht, provides the novel with an 

ideological intertext. 21 The ideological hero of the combat novel possesses the 

potential to totalise the events he witnesses within the supersystem of an ideology. In 

this way he is representative of a broader community; Bertrand belongs not only to 

the combatant group of Le Feu, but also to a wider body of international pacifists. 

Similarly, Clavel is the representative of a peaceable humanity that will survive the 

war, whilst the nationalist ideologue relates the disparate patriotic actions and 

notions of characters to the more obviously nationalist ideology of the novel and the 

broader notion of the nation. 

These individuals represent for their respective authors what Lukäcs terms 

world-historical individuals who retain contact with the people, source of all great 

historical change, but are able to understand the wider historical significance of 

events. Each acts as 'mediator between "below" and "above", between the immediacy 
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of reaction to events and the highest possible consciousness in these particular 
circumstances'. 22 The solidity of these characters reflects a desire on the part of the 
novelist to point to an ideological guarantee that exists beyond the present. Since the 
novel is equipped to reflect such chaos, providing, as Walter Benjamin calls it. 
'evidence of the profound perplexity of the living', 23 the novelist resorts to the epic 
portrayal of the ideological hero in order to suggest the possibility of meaning that 

exists beyond the present; hence the constant temptation of epic for those novelists 
who seek to break out of the impasse of a problematic present. 

This epic quality of certain ideological characters invests their lives with a 

solidity and a sense of direction that is denied others. Whilst the other characters of 
the combat novel are subject to temporalite, the ideological hero experiences what 
Bakhtin terms rhythm; a sense of direction that informs the hero's actions and 
thoughts. Those characters who do not possess the ideological explanations afforded 
Un Tel and Larreguy are constantly propelled into an uncertain future, marked in the 

trenches of the Western Front by the immanence of death. However, those who 

possess the correct ideological understanding, or who gradually come to this 

understanding, lead a life marked by rhythm, rather than temporal flux, where the 

direction of their lives is anticipated. In this way, the lives of the ideological heroes 

of the combat novel begin to gain the sense of direction normally associated with the 

biographical novel. Thus, as Bakhtin writes: 'Rhythm takes possession of a life that 

has been lived: the requiem tones at the end were already heard in the cradlesong at 

the beginning'. 24 

In order to prove the sense of continuity that can be achieved in nationalism, 

the nationalist hero must die at the end of the novel. Consequently, all of the officers 

of L'Appel du sol are killed, but the novel closes on Vaissette's dying assertion ' 

"Mais la France continue" ' (p. 302). By contrast, Alain, the hero of La Guerre a 

vingt ans, finds it difficult to imagine his own survival beyond the war and, when it 

ends, he succumbs to the tired conservative nationalism of the author's father, in his 

evocation of the re-establishment of ' "fordre des valeurs" ' (p. 310) through a return 

to pre-war militarism. 

Thus a certain contrast is established between those fluid characters who are 

unable to gauge meaning in the war, and the solid ideological hero. In Le Sel de la 
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terre, Escholier juxtaposes the fixed, warrior self of Bussieres, 'dur ä lui-meme. dur 
a l'adversaire' (p. 62), with the cowardice of Pujol which reduces this latter to the 
status of 'un pauvre etre aux abois, sans conscience, sans volonte, une epouvante qui 
marche' (p. 95). In this way the combat novelist distinguishes between those 
characters who perceive themselves and are perceived in terms of possessing what 
Bakhtin refers to as a 'soul' and those who consider themselves and are considered as 
open and problematic, possessing a 'spirit'. For the former, life is marked by rhythm 
and its ensuing sense of purpose. According to Bakhtin, the solidity and wholeness 
that characterises soul results from the presence of the other able to totalise the 

actions and words of the subject in order to perceive rhythm. For our purposes, we 
might consider commitment to an ideology to fulfil a similar purpose for certain 

characters. By contrast, 'spirit cannot be the bearer of a plot or storyline, for the spirit 
is not present, it does not exist - at every given moment, it is set as a task, it is yet-to- 
be'. 25 Characters are often divided along lines alluded to later by Pierre Mercadier in 

Aragon's Les Voyageurs de l'imperiale when he writes, in his aborted biography of 
John Law, that there are two sorts of people: 'ceux qui pareils aux gens de l'imperiale 

sont emportes sans rien savoir de la machine qu'ils habitent, et les autres qui 

connaissent le mecanisme du monstre et jouent äy tripoter'. 26 

Frequently, the ideology of the committed novel depends upon the inability 

of certain characters to perceive their part in history. In such cases commitment 

proposes itself as a way of reintegrating humanity into a sense of historical 

progression. As we have already stated, the problematic and uncomprehending 

attitudes of the characters of the platoon in Le Feu stand in contrast to the 

ideological certainty that characterises Bertrand. The reader is therefore supposed to 

be drawn to the resilience offered by Bertrand's commitment to Liebknecht as an 

alternative to the sense of loss that results from the inability to interpret the war 

ideologically. Bertrand is still able to retain a sense of history's progression, as the 

war will lead to an internationalist revolution. 

This polarity of characterisation persists in the committed novel of the inter- 

war years, and particularly in the early novels of Aragon's Le Monde reel and in the 

works of Nizan. It is the combat novel that establishes the paradigm of the 

committed, ideological hero in response to the sense of loss felt by non-committed 
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characters-in-history. It is this image of the ideological hero as a point of strength 
and stability in a world of flux that is developed in the inter-war years, and becomes 
the core of what Claude Duchet calls a sociogramme common to the early twentieth- 
century committed novel. For Regine Robin, it is the sociogramme, an evolving 
collection of ideas associated with a type of character, that informs character 
development between novels. 27 Le Cheval de Troie marks both the climax and 
decline of the epic treatment of the committed character in the modern French novel. 
In many ways, the role of Pierre Bloye in relation to the working-class communist 
characters of the novel represents the development of the role of the ideological hero 

to its logical extreme. Bloye, along with the ideological narrator, acts as the 

guarantor of a Marxist interpretation of the text and as the inflexible embodiment of 
the certainty and solidity supplied by commitment to a political ideology, a feature to 

which Nizan, in La Conspiration, was only to allude in the marginal character of 
Carre. 

However, while the epic quality of the ideological hero is proposed by the 

novelist as the antidote to the temporal and spatial sense of loss that troubles many 

other characters, the direct involvement of the combat novelist in a problematic 

present does not allow for the assured interpretation of events of the nineteenth- 

century novelist. It is this changed role of the novelist as participant in history, 

detailed in Chapter One, that in both types of committed novel informs a new 

relationship between the novelist and his characters. No longer the detached observer 

of his characters, whose actions appear completed and integrated into a closed 

moment of history, the novelist exists alongside his characters in their problematic 

relationship with their time. This new proximity between character and novelist, in 

part, prevents the determinism of Barres and others surviving in the novel of the 

First World War. While certain combat novelists, through their commitment, are 

able to call upon a particular ideological explanation of their characters' position in 

history, these characters themselves are almost constantly aware of their present 

lives as ongoing and problematic. While Benjamin points to the fixed and eternal 

qualities of Gaspard, all of which stem from his national identity and inform the 

resilience of the ordinary poilu, Gaspard himself occasionally escapes the ideological 

framework in which the novelist would seek to contain him; hence the lack of 
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continuity in his character as the hero of the novel turns, momentarily, villain in his 
attempted betrayal of his wife. 28 

Whilst we can see the progression made by Bussieres in Le Sel de la terre as 
an exemplary apprenticeship in the ways of nationalism, it should be noted that this 

successful model is mirrored by Servat's fall from grace. The increasingly 

ideological interpretation of events with which Bussieres and the narrator supply the 

reader is mirrored by the combatant priest's descent into alcoholism and his 

departure from the authentic community of the trenches to the inauthentic world of 
the etat major. Servat, who at first appears to fulfil the role of the ideological donor 

outlined by Suleiman, 29 is not the stable source of authority that both the reader and 
Bussieres had assumed him to be. Thus the instability of certain characters in the 

combat novel undermines the attempts of the author to point to the coherence of his 

novel as an argument in favour of a particular ideology. For Hamon, the importance 

of the individual character in the text lies in his or her ability to add to the coherence 

of the text as it progresses towards meaning. The character is reinforced by a series 

of acts and signs that all contribute to his or her significance in this progression. For 

Hamon, it is the hierarchy and stability of principal characters that contribute to the 

lisibilite of the text. The perturbation of such structures can only lead to confusion 

and risk distracting the reader from the meaning with which the text was to be 

imbued. 30 The instability of certain characters in the combat novel reflects those 

difficulties facing the novelist as he writes in-history and seeks to use those around 

him as the model for an ideological hero. Such inconsistencies are suggestive of the 

early twentieth-century novelist's place alongside others in history as it unfolds in the 

present and of his constant struggle and frequent failure, to remove himself from the 

ongoing flow of events in order to endow this flow and the characters of his novel 

with a sense of direction. 

Similarly, the idealism of F... in La Flamme au poing stands in contrast to the 

periodic scepticism and uncertainty of the first-person narrator. While the former is 

able to assert that ' "les destructions inouies de cette guerre renforcent les 

mysticismes et nous donnent la valeur precise des biens de la vie... " ' (p. 196), the 

narrator can only question the ability of meaning to emerge from the chaos of the 

present: 
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Nous habitons, depuis longtemps, sous la terre, dans la terre. Nous avons vecu dans son coeur et dans son secret. Qu'en retirons-nous? Et comment nous rendra-t-elle ä la surface du 
monde? (p. 208) 

While the alienation of characters unable to interpret events correctly may be 
intended to support the dominant ideology of the committed combat novel, it is a 
device that sometimes escapes the novelist's expressed intentions. Those characters 

who express the bewilderment of being what Kermode terms in the middest are 

potentially more interesting to a readership who, in the early twentieth century, may 

well have experienced a similar sense of loss in the face of historic developments 

which appeared to escape all control. The hierarchy of characters that might be 

favoured by the committed combat novelist, where the exemplary, ideological hero 

dominates the problematic character, may be inverted if, as Hamon suggests, the 

reader's culture differs profoundly from that of the novelist. 31 While Barbusse may 

point to Bertrand as the character who possesses the truth of the novel, his evocation 

of ' "le progres [... ] qui vient comme la fatalite" ' (Le Feu, p. 327) seems 

unconvincing, its positivistic overtones contrasting with the fundamentally absurd 

and retrogressive depiction of war that dominates the novel. 

Furthermore, the combat novel, depicting a world where the individual is so 

easily lost amidst the magnitude of war, is not one that favours the production of 

individual characters. Where the combat novel becomes the biography of one 

character, these novels often treat the individual as a type, usually that of the poilu 

typique, as in the works of Benjamin and Vignes-Rouges. Alternatively, the combat 

novel reflects certain tendencies of the novel of apprenticeship, as in La Percee and 

Les Croix de bois. Elsewhere, the genre is dominated, as we have suggested, by the 

formation of the group and the group's attempts to create broader communities as 

alternatives to the isolation of war. When the novelist does turn to a single individual 

as the mouthpiece of the novel's intended ideological interpretation, the limitations 

of that individual within the context of the war become all too apparent and threaten 

to silence this single ideological voice. In this way, Rasson sees the death of 

Bertrand in Le Feu as further evidence of the inability of any discourse that wishes to 

establish meaning in war to be heard with any certainty. For Rasson, it is always the 

aesthetic depiction of the absurdity of war that is forgrounded in Barbusse's novel. 32 

Similarly, in Gaspard, the patriotism of the dying Puche is unable to survive the 
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absurdity of war. Shot in the head, with blooding trickling down his throat, and 
unable to pronounce the letters 'p' or 'b', his dying speech, whilst still 
comprehensible, is stripped of any reassuring force. Any certainty of meaning is 
hidden behind a series of guttural sounds: ' "Mourir 

... our la 
... atrie, dit 

tranquillement Puche, c'est la 
... lus 

... elle mort" ' (p. 102). 

There is an essential contradiction between the desire for a single, unified 
interpretation or meaning and the heterogeneous nature of reality and of the novel 
itself. For Regine Robin, the novel will always oscillate between the desire for 

clarity of meaning and the very aesthetics of realist fiction which seeks to depict 

diversity. 33 Similarly, the combat novel frequently finds, in its apposition of 

commitment to an ideological cause to the stasis of the absurd, that it is the latter 

that constantly deprives the former of all meaning; the ideology of the novel often 
fails to mask the complexity of the world depicted in that novel. Throughout the 

genre, the reader is faced with the primacy of the absurd and a sense of the 

inescapable and incomprehensible chaos of the present dominating the supposedly 

unequivocal expression of the novel's ideology through the principal character. The 

individual ideological hero alone cannot guarantee the unambiguous transmission of 

the ideological message of the novelist. 

Consequently, the narrator, in the tradition of the nineteenth-century novelist, 

frequently represents an attempt by the author to guarantee meaning. The narrator of 

many combat novels exists as a voice imbued with a sense of direction, alongside 

that of his more problematic characters. In La Percee, for example, Favigny never 

formulates the pacifism that underlies much of the narration. Although Favigny 

passes from a naive form of nationalism to disillusionment with the war, he never 

suggests, as Clavel does, the possibility of a peaceable humanity that lies beyond the 

turmoil of the present. For Favigny, the future is 'indechiffrable': 'La guerre beait 

comme une nuit peuplee de grouillements terribles, tous les modes du souffrir. 11 ne 

le comblait d'aucune hypothese' (p. 31). By contrast, the narrator is able to interpret 

the individual events of Favigny's war experience within the broader context of his 

own pacifism. He acknowledges that Favigny's fatigue will be relieved by rest 

periods and, consequently, that the war will always remain tolerable through 

thoughts of such rest. 34 He exists slightly in advance of the events he relates, able to 

178 



anticipate the failure of new offensives in 1915.35 Similarly, in L'Ouragan, it is the 
narrator, along with the pacifist character Peissenier. a character at times almost 
indistinguishable from the narrator, who is able to pierce 'tout un passe d'erreurs 
[qui] pesait sur ces hommes [... ] et les empechaient [sic] de comprendre que, de part 
et d'autre, il leur eüt suffi de rentrer chez eux et d'assassiner leurs princes pour mettre 
fin ä toute cette misere' (p. 215). 

Although, as we have stated in Chapter One, the combat novelist is aware of 
certain limitations, he is unwilling to abandon completely the omniscience of 
nineteenth-century novelistic narration. The combat novelist, like many modernist 

novelists, demonstrates not only the limitations of the subject, but a nostalgia for the 

totality of understanding that lay behind many of his predecessors' attempts to 

portray the real. Such recourse to the omniscient narrator in the combat novel also 

reflects the desire of many combat novelists to guarantee the correct ideological 

interpretation of the war, be it in favour or against the war itself. Although to depict 

the war with the kind of overview that Zola achieves in La Debacle is no longer 

possible, commitment to a particular ideology allows the novelist, through the 

narrator, to point to the significance of events beyond the present. Thus, it is the 

first-person narrator of Le Feu who is able to build upon and develop the nascent 

revolutionary ideas of the group in order to point to the pacifist and socialist 

revolutionary ideology of the novelist. When he is unable to resort to such a 

technique in Clarte, which is essentially the socialist apprenticeship of the first- 

person narrator, the hero talks of an epic voice that wants to make itself heard 

through him. In order to guarantee the commitment of Paulin, the author draws this 

voice into the novel. As Paulin lies wounded in no man's land, a soldier cries out 

socialist slogans: ' "La verite est revolutionnaire, " halette la voix nocturne' (p. 163). 

He then recounts later, upon his return to civilian society and on discovering that the 

people of Viviers have paid for their church tower to be rebuilt in the midst of war: 

La plus belle voix resonne en moi, et je voudrais m'en servir pour supplier: 
"Ne reconstruisez pas les eglises! Vous qui viendrez apres nous et qui dans la nettete du 
deluge fini, serez peut-titre capables de voir plus distinctement fordre des choses. " (p. 215) 

In this way, the narrator periodically points to the potential to go beyond the 

present in order to perceive direction and meaning in the events portrayed in the 
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novel. For this reason, it is through the ideological faith of the narrator that the 
combat novelist is able to suggest some form of continuity in terms of human 

essence. Thus the narrator of Gaspard considers the good humour of the eponymous 
hero after losing his leg to be a trait common to all men, as 'l'homme est admirable 
de resistance' (p. 212). 

Yet, given his position within the unresolved historical present, such 

attempts at omniscience are not consistent. The narrator of the combat novel is not a 

stable figure. As we have previously suggested, this narrative instability, with its 

restricted perspective of the war, results from the origins of the combat novel in the 

carnet de guerre. This instability of the narrator of the combat novelist is typified by 

the narrator of Les Croix de Bois. Indeed, we can talk of there being two narrators of 

the novel since the events of the war are narrated by Jacques Larcher, a member of 

Demachy's and Sulphart's platoon, while the concluding chapter is clearly written 

from a post-war perspective, and following the gradual abandonment of Larcher as 

narrator. In his conclusion, it is hard to tell whether the narrator is addressing the 

characters of the novel or whether Dorgeles himself has decided to break the novel's 

effet de reel by addressing his own fellow combatants, as he remarks: 'Pour raconter 

votre longue misere, j'ai voulu rire aussi, rire de votre rire' (p. 283). 

Furthermore, the narrator figure does not always possess an authoritative and 

assured ideological voice. In La Flamme au going, the narrator echoes certain 

aspects of Barresian nationalism. However, he remains uncertain as to the ability to 

gauge meaning in war and much of the ideological discourse of the war emerges not 

from combatants like the narrator, but from the three apparitions of the novel's 

opening, and the mystical utterances of the ghost of F... who also appears to the 

narrator. As a result, the combat novel is marked by an unwitting form of narrative 

play that anticipates the more conscious forms of later modernist writers. This 

instability of the narrator of the combat novel reflects his position within history 

rather than the desire to illustrate the fictitious nature of the novel itself; yet, the 

consequences are the same. It is this instability and unreliability of the narrative that 

undermines the narrator as a source of authority. Whilst in what Barthes terms the 

classic text, the narrator adds to the coherence of the text as it progresses towards 
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meaning, the modern narrator, as exemplified by the combat novel, is unable to act 
as the absolute authoritative guarantor of such meaning. 

Consequently, the attempts of the novelist to assure meaning through the 
narrator are flawed by the very knowledge of the reader that the narrator, along with 
his characters, is in-history. However, recourse to traditional narrative omniscience 
leads to an inevitable contradiction between the narrative limitations of the narrator 
as participator and the narrator as guarantor of meaning; hence, for many, the 
dissatisfaction with a genre that is unable to aestheticise its experience of modernity 

and continues to think in terms of totalising ideologies. 

In respect of Le Feu, Rasson argues that it is not so much the pacifist 
ideology that dominates Barbusse's novel, but the depiction of war as a process that 
destroys all human attempts to establish meaning. For Rasson, any attempt to 
discover meaning in war is doomed in Le Feu since the war is depicted as a constant 

negation of all human° endeavours. Thus the pacifist dream of a return to normality is 

constantly interrupted by the 'moment absurde'. 36 He adds: 'L'absurdite ne peut pas 
titre depassee. Le Feu affirme aussi 1'impossibilite de saisir la guerre dans des 

schemas explicatifs, la futilite des discours qui visent a imposer du sens'. 37 Yet 

Rasson's observations concerning Le Feu may also be applied to many of the combat 

novel's attempts to establish ideological authority through the individual character or 

narrator. While Le Feu remains the combat novel that most relentlessly foregrounds 

the absurdity of the war, adumbrating certain aspects of an absurdist vision of 

modern life, these are fundamentally common to the genre as a whole, forming what 

we have referred to as the verbal core of the genre. 

Just as that meaning that Bertrand and the narrator seek to impose on the 

events they witness is negated by the nature of the war itself, so other ideologies that 

present themselves through either the ideological hero or narrator as the antidote to 

the absurd are also negated. The ideology of the narrator, like that of the ideological 

hero, becomes a voice among others. While the hierarchy of voices organised within 

the novel favours certain characters over others, the dialogue of all characters and 

narrators, whatever their ideology, is directed against the strident tones of the war 

itself. Throughout the genre, the verbal core that is established is that of a war 

deprived of meaning. Characters and narrator engage in a dialogue that seeks to fill 
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this void with meaning. Yet the novelist no longer enjoys the privileged position of 
his late nineteenth-century counterpart, able to examine an historic moment with a 

sense of its completion and thereby able to endow all the events of the novel with 

meaning. Thus, the author of the classic text, according to Barthes, was able to 
imbue the text with a single, unified meaning, proceeding from the signified of the 

text to the text as signifier. 38 By contrast, the combat novelist, despite his recourse to 

the omniscience of the narrator or to the epic treatment of committed characters, is 

constantly confronted by the failure of the novel as a tool of authoritative discourse. 

7.3 The Impossibility of Authority 

The temptation for the novelist is to assert meaning through the narrator or the 

ideological hero. Yet the novel as a genre is one that seeks to reflect the changing 

world around it and, to this extent, it necessarily reflects change as incomplete and 

problematic. It is, as Bakhtin saw it, a genre that exists on the border between 

present and future, favouring the unfinished quality of the present to the authoritative 

and closed tones of ideology and rhetoric. While the temptation for the novelist is to 

resort to epic in order to establish stable, certain heroes in times of transition, the 

novel itself is a genre that resists such solidity. It is this realisation that many 

committed novelists come to in their very real involvement with their time as they 

search for other means of suggesting an alternative to the stasis of the present. 39 

Principally through parody, but also through direct criticism, the combat 

novel acts as the corrective to the discourse of non-combatants. Yet, by introducing 

laughter that strips away any pretence at absolute authority or essence, the 

committed novelist increasingly points to a constant process of change at work in the 

world. Whilst laughter might prove a useful device for dismantling the legitimising 

discourse of those presently in authority, it also evokes, as does carnival for Bakhtin, 

the general impossibility of any authoritative closure. Through the destabilisation of 

the present and the undermining of those voices that legitimise the status quo, the 

combat novel and the committed novel of the inter-war years point not only to the 

possibility of change, but also to the permanence of change. Therefore the very 

process by which the committed novel seeks to undermine those presently in 

authority also points to the novelist's inability to establish other authorities as the 

guarantors of the future. Although the combat novel is able to harness these anti- 
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authoritarian origins of the novel as it contests the present, those combat novels that 
are more overtly ideological in their response to the war must struggle with the very 
nature of the novel if they are to gauge any meaning from the events depicted. It is 
the combat novel that begins this struggle and, in certain cases, begins to offer the 

possibility of resolving those problems associated with using the novel as a means of 
encouraging political commitment, as we shall see in Chapter 8. However, many of 
these novels reflect the essential conflict between the simplifying tendency of the 
ideological thesis and the pluralising and dialogic quality of the novel. In this way 
we might perceive in the combat novel, and in many of the committed novels that 
follow the war, an uncomfortable coalescence between the anti-authoritative and 

playful forces of the novel and the authoritative aspirations of the novel's ideology. 

The novel refuses to become the pliant tool of the novelist's ideology. 

Constantly confronted by the inability of the novel to affirm unequivocal meaning, 

the novelist is forced to reformulate the very nature of ideology within the novel. 
Alongside those voices that seek to retain an air of authority no longer possible 

amidst the modernist sense of transition that pervades the genre, there begins to 

appear a voice that no longer seeks to convince and affirm, but acts as the promise of 

meaning and continuity. Unable to guarantee the future in a world deprived of cause 

and effect, it is towards myth that Barbusse, Escholier, and others will turn in order 

to hold out the promise of meaning to the novel's readership. It is in the way that the 

combat novel moves from a nineteenth-century certainty of the imminence of 

meaning to a modernist myth of the immanence of meaning that the combat novel 

anticipates much of the commitment of the novel of the inter-war years. 
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8 THE MYTHICAL DIMENSION OF THE COMBAT NOVEL 

The first part of this thesis aimed to demonstrate the extent to which all combat 
novelists, whatever their individual ideologies, fear that the war itself is devoid of all 
meaning. This is expressed in the verbal core established by the genre and which 
informs an existential depiction of nature, time, and space as experienced on the 
Western Front. The various responses of the genre to this absence of meaning have 

thus far been examined in terms of their similarities and divergencies. In this way we 
have spoken of both nationalist and anti-war communities whilst also examining the 

emergence of the individual conquerant and the collective as the future heroes of the 

early twentieth-century committed novel. Equally, we have examined those voices 

within the combat novel that seek to point to the absolute authority that is supplied 
by the adoption of a totalising ideology. In each case we have concluded by pointing 
to the limitations of all these embryonic forms of revolt when confronted by the 

voice of the absurd that resonates throughout the genre. It is this dialogue between 

various forms of commitment and the constantly negating voice of the absurd that 

informs much committed novelistic writing beyond the First World War. 

By contrast, the purpose of this chapter will be to identify the communality 

of such apparently diverse forms of revolt and to adumbrate the mythical dimension 

that is associated with the working of the modern mind and its expression in both 

literature and commitment. This mythical dimension manifests itself in the combat 

novel in the form of analogy whereby, as John White writes, mythological motifs 

describe 'the modern world in the light of a readily available set of models'. ' It is this 

mythical dimension of the combat novel that underlies and acts as the very 

foundation of the individual ideological responses of authors and characters to the 

perennial challenge of existential realities. Furthemore, it reflects a principal 

tendency of modernism, since, as Michael Bell asserts, the modernist era is one 

characterised by the constant apposition of differing world-views. The era's rejection 

of positivistic rationalism in preference for myth reflects both the awareness of 

relativity, further reinforced by the presence of other, opposing world-views, and the 

desire for the security afforded by a totalising world-view. Accordingly, modernist 

recourse to myth reveals such relativity but also express a longing for totality. It 
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therefore possesses a 'doubleness': 'the special quality of modernist mythopoeia; 
sometimes felt as a running conflict between the spirit of dogmatic authority and the 

relativity of values and convictions'. 2 

The combat novel also possesses such a dual nature, encapsulating. as it 
does, the dialogue between the voice of the absurd and those attempts of novelist and 
characters to comprehend the incomprehensible within an ideological supersystem. It 
is this dialogue that founds and unites the entire genre. In this way the various 

appeals to a mythical nationalism in Le Songe are countered by further evidence of 
the absence of meaning in the world around Bricoule. As he lies in a collapsed dug- 

out, the latter is momentarily convinced that his reading of Plutarch, and his ability 

to read the signs in the sky of a forthcoming French victory, have rendered the world 
knowable again: 

Le regne ancien et le regne moderne, le regne des phantasmes et le regne des choses se 
melaient pour faire un univers fantastique qui ne lui voulaient plus de mal. Toute la nuit la 
terre avait agonise, mais c'etait en travail d'un nouvel age. Le matin qui allait naitre etait le 
troisieme matin du monde, pareil au matin qui naquit apres le deluge. (p. 167) 

Yet he is almost immediately confronted by the sight of the dying and injured of 

both nationalities under the indifferent glare of the natural world. 3 

However, it is in the link that the combat novelist forms between mythical 

allusion and ideology that he offers the promise of totality of understanding in the 

course of time. Unable to guarantee meaning through his characters' and his own 

position within the trenches, and faced with the collapse of reason and the certainty 

that informed many pre-war visions of the future, the combat novelist resorts to myth 

as the evocation and anticipation of meaning. Myth in modernist thinking attempts to 

fill the chasm between the absence of meaning in the present and the possibility of 

meaning in the future. Furthermore, the combat novel's evocation of myth, and its 

recourse to those mythical structures to be examined in this chapter, resemble Levi- 

Strauss's pensee sauvage in that they point to the desire for order and understanding 

where these are not apparent. 4 

Equally, this mythical dimension seeks to remove man from the stasis of the 

eternal present of the absurd chronotope and to reintegrate him into a sense of 

temporal progression. In this way myth becomes a tool of the modem committed 

novel in order to evoke, not the superiority of a lost past, but the possibility of 
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continuity in mankind's progression towards a future. The concept of myth favoured 
by the modem mind is therefore more akin to Georges Sorel's political myth, which 
establishes an event in the future towards which the men of the present work, than to 
that of epic. Thus, according to Sternhell, the Sorelian myth 'was thought and action; 
it was a creation of legend, and it enabled the individual to live that legend instead of 
living out history. It enabled one to pass beyond a detestable present'. 5 

8.1 Myth and the Combat Novel 

As we have suggested throughout, the events of the First World War mark the failure 

of positivistic rationalism and those deterministic systems that propose an absolute 

and knowable future, reflecting the evolutionary nature of man and the natural 

world. The combat novel therefore reflects not only a political crisis, but an 
intellectual one heightened by the events of 1914-18. Its recourse to mythical 

allusion represents an attempt to return to older sources of authority, not through the 
belief that the Ancients possessed the key to understanding the modem world, but 

because such sources pre-date the rationalism of much pre-war thinking. 

Paradoxically, the structures of these sources therefore appear more appropriate to 

the modern age where reason can no longer pretend to explain the universe in its 

entirety. In this way Barbusse invokes the rationalistic infallibility of the interet 

general whilst also evoking the coming revolution through biblical Motifs .6 
As it seeks to reinforce the validity of its ideological thesis over the 

contingency of the universe, the combat novel draws on two great sources of myth 

and mythical structures: the classics and the Bible. The ideology of the combat novel 

is not only intertextual to the extent that it draws socio-historically specific discourse 

into the novel, but also in the way that this ideology is offered to the reader as the 

solution to contingency through the medium of myth. Thus, where the authority of 

direct ideological discourse fails, the linking of ideological commitment to the 

mythical structures supplied by the classics and Christianity reflects the increasing 

need for, and faith in, intuitive and pre-rational systems which in turn evoke a way 

forward beyond the impasse of the present. At the same time, mythical allusion also 

supplies a sense of the eternal, and its use therefore denotes an attempt to reintegrate 

the present into the continuity of human history. Mythical allusion in the combat 

novel often takes the form of a series of tableaux within the novel, all drawing on 
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one or more of three common themes. These themes, broadly conceived, can be 
divided into the following: the nationalist mythical allusion to Antiquit`', the 
persistence of certain Christian paradigms, and the reintegration of man into the 
natural order. 

In 'La Comedie de Charleroi' Drieu la Rochelle constantly contrasts his own 
aspirations, as well as those of others, for a war that would revitalise the nation and 
re-establish the chivalresque warrior values of the Middle Ages, to the harsh reality 
of a modern, scientific war. Thus the war is a combination of '[le] reve du Moyen- 
age, elegant et assez propre [... ]' and of 'le reve d'un savant fou qui remue les poisons 

et attise tous les feux de l'Enfer'. 7 A similar dichotomy exists in the nationalist 

combat novel's depiction of the war in that it reflects the horror of modern war 

whilst seeking to give meaning to the death of nationalist heroes. In order to 

counterbalance the sense of modernity and transition that the nationalist novelist and 
his characters often experience, the novelist points to the link between the people 

and the army since Antiquity. Thus the scientific, dehumanised war that dominates 

Drieu's depiction of the Great War is replaced by the linking through mythical 

allusion of the French nation to the armies of ancient conquest. In Le Songe, 

Bricoule is able to appose the strident, incomprehensible tones of fete absurde with 

the ordered world of the Roman army, likening the officers of the French army to 

Caesars: 

Un appel de trompette etait pareil ä celui des buccins [... ] saluant l'arrivee de Cesar. Un petit 
paysan-soldat, assis les jambes pendantes sur un mur du chateau, etait le meme qui 
contemplait le spectacle, il ya vingt siecles, assis sur un eperon de la spina. (p. 118) 

Similarly, and as we have previously stated, the rest scene in the nationalist combat 

novel is frequently used to evoke the continuity of the French people as a Latin 

nation. In this respect we have already mentioned Vaissette's Homeric allusions 

during the rest scene of L'Appel du sol, where Angielli, astride a barrel of wine, is 

described as a modern-day Bacchus. 8 

In La Guerre a vingt ans the narrator goes further, seeing links between the 

French army and all combatants throughout history. Thus Alain's first contact with 

his regiment in an inn is likened to the arrival of 'le cadet de Gascogne [... ] aux 

guichets du Louvre [... ]' as well as that of 'le jeune officier russe de Tolstoi [... ]' 
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arriving in Sebastopol (p. 50). The combatant is no longer isolated in his moment but 
part of a noble warrior tradition that, for Barres, transcends moment and even nation 
to encompass the modem combatant in a community of conquerors. By extension, 
the French army of the Great War is to be likened to those armies of conquest that 
precede them throughout ancient and modem European history. Similarly, on seeing 
his men at mass, the narrator of La Flamme au poing comments: 'Les combats ont 
donne tant de noblesse a nos hommes que je retrouve dans leurs poses le rythme 
imperturbable des guerriers des bas-reliefs assyriens' (p. 139). 

Evidently, there is a certain irony in the nationalist novel's attempts to forge 

connections between its French heroes and those of cultures who are not the direct 

ancestors of the former. This may in part be an inconsistency resulting from the more 
pressing need to find an aesthetic point of comparison. Undoubtedly, however, it 

represents a break with the increasingly closed and restrictive concept of the nation 

and the nation's past that dominated nationalism in the pre-war period. This likening 

of the French army to those of the Ancients reflects the sensation of transience and 

rootlessness, in part a result of the soldiers' estrangement from civilian society, that 

characterise the modern mind. 9 For Michael Bell, the mythical hero preferred by the 

romantics was Prometheus, symbol of revolt against a tyrannical but well known 

order, whilst that of the modernists was Odysseus, the sailor who viewed the world 

as a constantly shifting horizon. 10 The nationalist combat novel has recourse to those 

armies of Antiquity whose greatest triumphs would always take place in exile and on 

the transient frontiers of empire. 

The importance of these comparisons lies in the resultant sense of continuity 

to which characters and novelists attempt to point amidst the isolation of the present. 

Scattered throughout the nationalist combat novel like so many tableaux, they serve 

to support the ideology of the individual novel in its assertion of the persistence of 

the nation amidst the chaos of the present, and in opposition to those forces that seek 

to oppress it. However, both nationalist and anti-war novels draw on a similar 

technique in their treatment of the dead and the suffering. Whilst the tableaux of 

military life are suffused with the classical form of Antiquity, those that evoke 

human continuity through the suffering that results from conflict with the world are 

drawn to Christian eschatology. 
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In Le Sel de la terre, the nationalism of Bussieres is linked to the increased 

role that Catholicism plays in his life. Consequently, the novel's events are depicted 

through both a nationalist and Christian interpretation. Furthermore, the Catholicism 

of Bussieres in particular allows him to aestheticise the suffering of the army. As one 
Good Friday he and Senac struggle under the weight of tree trunks needed to 

construct an officer's dug-out, the narrator describes their efforts in the following 

terms: 

Ces chutes extenuantes ne sont que les stations de la Vie Douloureuse. 
La lourde croix, sous laquelle defaille le menu peuple des tranchees, un Autre, avant lui, 1'a 
portee en gemissant jusqu'au Calvaire. (p. 50) 

The narrator extends this suffering and its concomitant sense of sacrifice to the entire 

nation when he describes a field hospital set up in a church: 'Bussieres s'agenouilla, 

sans forces pour prier. 11 lui semblait que la France entiere, lapidee, flagellee, 

couronnee d'epines, crucifiee, mais toujours vivante, suait le sang' (p. 164). The 

same Christ-like suffering is suggested in the imagery of Paulhan's Le Guerrier 

applique when the bodies of four zouaves trapped in enemy wire are described: 'Se 

pressant l'un lautre, ils soulevent de la tete et des bras, et gardent autour du front le 

flu de fer epineux' (pp. 107-08). 

Yet this religiosity is not confined to the Catholicism of Le Sel de la terre, 

the only novel of the corpus studied here to present a specifically religious response 

to the war. As Annette Becker suggests, religiosity is a sentiment that pervades both 

secular and non-secular remembrance of the dead in the immediate post-war 

period. " The religiosity of such commemoration and the mythical allusion to 

Christian paradigms of both suffering and remembrance are reflected not only in the 

overt Catholicism of Escholier but also in the combat novel of the non-believer. This 

persistence of Christian paradigms is exemplified by the humanism of Duhamel in 

his evocation of '[la] sainte chair humaine, substance sacree qui [seit] ä la pensee, ä 

Fart, ä l'amour, ä tout ce qu'il ya de grand dans la vie'. 12 Although Duhamel 

expresses no identifiable religious faith, his humanism is based on many of 

Christianity's teachings and this is reflected in the martyrdom of the characters of his 

war writings. Similarly, the narrator of La Flamme au poing considers his fellow 

combatants as martyrs, but specifically to the cause of the nation, rather than as the 

191 



victims of a scientific and dehumanised war, as Duhamel does. Thus the eternal 
martyrdom of the French soldier is suggested through the shadows of soldiers 
attending a concert in a school: 'D'aucuns ont grimpe sur le rebord de la vaste baie et 
leurs silhouettes opaques et pathetiques se detachent sur la clarte bleuätre des 
fenetres comme des images de martyrs sur un vitrail d'eglise' (p. 125). Later the same 
men, humbled by the horrors they have witnessed, are described as 'soumis comme 
des pretres' (p. 140). 

Further evidence of the persistence of Christian paradigms is found in Le 
Songe. Despite the Nietzschean tendencies of Bricoule to will himself a warrior in 

the eyes of Prinet, it is the suffering of others that weakens his will and threatens to 

undermine his projet of using the war as a means of establishing such a self His 

attempts to help a wounded German soldier are viewed by the narrator as a form of 

religious atavism: 'Et, comme toutes les fois oü sa raison s'enrayait, l'immense 

christianisme se mettait a fonctionner en lui' (p. 203). Thus, as he helps to note down 

a message to the mother of one dying German, the narrator remarks: 'il se vidait dans 

ce don de soi' (p. 208). Yet again, however, the momentary sense of totality that is 

initially perceived in the scene, and in the imitation of his gesture by other French 

soldiers, is counterbalanced by Bricoule's almost immediate awareness of the 

relativity and reality of such gestures. He is horrified by the fear of the wounded man 

as this latter realises that he is about to die. Equally, and as other French soldiers 

give water to the wounded, he notices that this is only aggravating the condition of 

those with stomach wounds. His initial act of charity, which sought to emulate the 

great acts of Christian charity, culminates in Bricoule's confusion: 'Et il fut trouble 

dans son esprit, ignorant oü etait le bien et oü le mal' (p. 209). The longed-for clarity 

to be found in a totalising ideology proves to be evasive. The mythical paradigms 

that Bricoule seeks to impose on to the reality of war are inadequate to the task of 

encapsulating the latter. 

Yet such paradigms lie so deeply embedded in the culture of both the 

characters and the authors of the combat novel that they represent a consistent 

attempt to counterbalance any absence of meaning. While it may be hard to conceive 

of the war as martyrdom given that martyrdom is usually a form of self-sacrifice, and 

that many characters of the genre are faced with the problem of preserving life, the 
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persistence of Christian paradigms also reveals itself in the ways in which the dead 

are remembered. For Alexandre Arnoux, religion is emblematic of the constant 
struggle of man to point to human continuity amidst the natural indifference of the 

world and in the face of death. The remembrance of the dead is a common trait of all 
the religions of those who fight at the front and points to the religiosity of man rather 
than to religion itself as a force opposed to the negation of the absurd. For Lehottu of 
'Lehottu, homme libre', in the series of short stories entitled 'Imageries', the war and 
death unite Muslims and Christians alike. After burying a Muslim combatant, he 

listens to the peal of church bells and the music from an African flute. His thoughts 

point both to the relativity of religion as a supersystem designed to interpret the 

world in its totality and man's religiosity as a device for combating this self-same 

relativity: 

La nuit tombait: sourde et lente une cloche de campagne sonna la demie au milieu de 1'aigre 
tumulte africain. 
Lehottu secoua la cendre de sa pipe: 
"[... ] Je ne sais rien de leur flute et de leur tambour... Peut-etre la cloche na pas de sens pour 
eux... if 
Et il salua de la main, avant de partir, le pauvre Messaoud ben Hadj, tirailleur, qui regardait 
pour 1'eternite vers la Mecque. 13 

In the same series, the actions of Planchut in 'L'Obus sur le cimetiere' also 

represent the religiosity of the remembrance of the dead and seem to point to the 

continuity and community of humankind beyond the relativity of national 

boundaries. As he repairs the damage done to a German grave, he reflects upon 

humanity's ability to resist the divisive forces of war. His act both evokes and 

extends a long line of acts that constitute such continuity. Its religiosity therefore 

goes beyond religion itself suggesting a more obviously human need to construct 

meaning. It is therefore imbued with the myth of human permanence: 

Il comprenait obscurement qu'il accomplissait quelque chose de grand, comme on raconte 
dans des livres, et que son humble action supposait des siecles d'effort moral et la victoire de 

l'homme sur la brute. Il dit: 
"On nest pas des sauvages. " 
Puis il cracha et ajouta un "Malheur de matheur! " qui contenait toute la resignation et la 

detresse de l'humanite. '4 

Similarly, in Les Croix de bois, Demachy experiences the promise of totality to be 

found in the remembrance of the dead when, on contemplating the graves of other 

soldiers, he rediscovers 'son äme d'autrefois, son ame d'avant-guerre' (p. 126). 
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The religiosity of remembrance continues to express itself in response to the 
fear of forgetfulness that troubles both author and characters. For many, the greatest 
crime would be to forget the suffering of the war. In order to prevent this, the combat 
novel affords a cultic status to the place name. Faced with the difficulty of 
remembering individual losses amidst such collective loss, combatant communities 
endow the names of battles with significance. Thus, in Les Memoires d'un rat, one 
lieutenant talks of those soldiers who remember the early battles of 1914: 

"Ils parlent, et nous surprenons entre eux des bribes de dialogues oü reviennent comme un 
refrain des noms mysterieux et sanglants! Abrechviller! Saint-Quirin! Valet-Chatillon! 
Vaqueville! Saint-Benoit, etc... presque autant de batailles que de journees! " (p. 214) 

The recourse to such remembrance can be seen as an attempt to fill with meaning the 

names of tiny villages, communes or simply farms that, to all but locals, would be 

devoid of significance. The act of remembrance and the cultic sanctifying of smaller 
battles, to be later lost amongst the mass misery of Verdun, Les Eparges, and others, 

reflects the desire of the modern mind to construct meaning, to establish links and 
thereby a sense of continuity in the full knowledge of inhabiting a world where such 

meaning is constantly threatened. Thus the narrator of Bourru tells of the efforts of 

the eponymous hero and his fellow combatants to establish such meaning in respect 

of the individual dead of the regiment: 

Une lutte est engagee contre Poubli, lutte emouvante dans laquelle l'homme se sert de tous 
les symboles pour vaincre l'indifference de 1'avenir. Voici des couronnes, des fleurs, des 
palmes classiques [... ]. C'est le nom surtout que les camarades veulent sauver de 1'oubli. Ce 
nom, on l'inscrit sur la croix, sur des plaques, on 1'ecrit meme sur un morceau de papier que 
Fon glisse clans une bouteille plantee au pied de la croix. Hommes de 1'avenir, saurez-vous 
recueillir ces noms glorieux qu'une volonte farouche vous legue? (p. 236) 

This religiosity and, in particular, the recourse to the Christian themes of 

suffering and remembrance reflects, at a basic level, the persistence of such 

paradigms within the French novel. However, it also expresses a deeper need of the 

combat novel to suggest hope and human continuity in an age characterised by the 

failure of positivism and reason. These paradigms are highly suggestive of the non- 

rational nature of much modern thinking and are more broadly indicative of the 

modernist use of myth as a device to counter a sense of loss and transition. Whilst 

the role of myth in the combat novel is predominantly subconscious, it nevertheless 

anticipates the greater role it will play in the thinking of the inter-war years and, in 
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particular, in the novels of Malraux. It is the religiosity evoked in the human 

suffering of the combat novel that contributes to the myth of human community and 

continuity in many of the committed novels of the inter-war years. As Gino 

Raymond writes, the sense of continuity felt in the suffering of the revolutionaries of 
La Condition humaine is indicative of 'a rediscovery of the sacred'. 15 The origins of 

such a rediscovery lie in the combat novel and, as Annette Becker demonstrates, in 

the broader commemoration of the war. Although the combat novel is perhaps 

unable to endow the death of individual characters with meaning as consistently as 
Malraux's later novels, it supplies the vocabulary on which future novelistic dialogue 

will draw by foregrounding the mythical dimension of the modern mind in response 

to the absurd. 16 Thus, in L'Espoir, the suffering of the Spanish people during the 

Civil War, like those of the combat novel's characters, is not simply a socio- 
historical phenomenon, the result of the fascist revolt, but emblematic of humanity's 

constant struggle with an indifferent world. The flight of civilians from Toledo, for 

example, is likened to the exodus from ancient Egypt. 17 

Suffering is rehabilitated by myth. It reflects no longer the alienation of the 

individual from life, undergone in isolation and sometimes with passivity, but a part 

of humanity's long, collective life-struggle. Indeed, in the committed novel of the 

early twentieth century it becomes both the source and condition of revolt against the 

forces of the absurd as well as the proof of our resilience and continuity. The revolte 

turns against suffering in the full knowledge that to revolt is perhaps to incur further 

suffering. It is this recognition that results in the discomfort that can be felt 

concerning much commitment in the early twentieth-century which constantly 

proposes confrontation with the very forces associated with suffering. The collective 

suffering of humanity is therefore associated with broad communities of suffering in 

the committed novel, informing, in the works of Aragon and Nizan, the collective 

identity and history of the working classes. Once again, it is myth that, through the 

remembrance of the dead, is able to place the suffering associated with one specific 

socio-historic moment on an atemporal plane. Consequently, the linking of the 

present to the continuity to be found in remembrance, reinforced by the pre-rational 

and mythic paradigms of the past, removes the action of the novel beyond the 

temporal and spatial confines of the absurd. 
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The extent of myth as a manner of seeing the world of the Western Front is 

emphasised in Fussel's analysis of Anglo-American literature of the Great War. 
Fussel reverses Bergonzi's assertion in Heroes' Twighlight that the war led to a 
movement away from a myth-dominated world-view to a demythologised one. For 
Fussell, myth in the literature of the First World War was paramount to many 
attempts to comprehend events. 18 In this way myth supplies the world around the 

combatant not only with temporal connections that stretch back into the continuum 
of human history, but which also point forward, offering the promise if not the 

absolute guarantee of a future. For the narrator of Les Croix de bois, the continuity 
of human suffering, which is emblematic of man's resilience in a hostile universe, 
allows for a certain reading of the world around; it is when the combat novel evokes 
the paradigms of myth that the world, if only momentarily, becomes comprehensible 

again. As he and the rest of the platoon defend a graveyard under constant German 

shelling, a mythical interpretation of the world allows for a certain, albeit macabre, 

understanding of man's persistent struggle in the world: 'Mais, brusquement, mon 

cceur a un sursaut, et dans ce dessin noir je distingue une croix, une prophetique 

croix Sombre, que la lune a posee sur le grand corps de Lambert endormi' (p. 169). 

The shifting and fragile boundary between sleep and death is a recurrent theme of 
Dorgeles's novel and, needless to say, Lambert is killed soon after. Although the 

prophetic allusion to the cross might be seen as a purely literary device, it is also 

suggestive of a reading of reality in terms of myth, a technique that underpins any 

totalising attempt to understand the war within a broader ideology. Thus, the cross in 

Les Croix de Bois is not merely an allusion to death in war, but equally evokes those 

devices of remembrance that reconnect these many deaths through time to a broader 

notion of humanity that underlies Dorgeles's response to the war. 

In this way the mythical dimension of the combat novel allows for an 

allegorical understanding of the world. When myth is applied to the world, it can 

begin to suggest meaning where there was once only alienation. Subsequently, the 

distance that has been established between man and the natural world is 

counterbalanced in myth through the periodic and momentary reflection of human 

continuity in the natural world; nature comes to reflect human suffering. The 

narrator of Les Croix de bois increasingly resorts to pathetic fallacy not only as a 

196 



literary device, but also as the mythic expression of man's resilient struggle. Thus, in 

the scene referred to above, he describes a dying soldier who has run out of water 

and '[qui] leche la pierre qui pleure' (p. 205). This technique culminates in the 
description of Demachy's approaching death which is prefigured by nightfall: 'Le 

crepuscule attristait encore ce bois tragique dont tous les arbres etaient nus comme 
des montants de croix' (p. 261). As Demachy dies alone in a wood, nature is seen to 

mourn the suffering of the hero, the tears of Demachy seemingly matched by those 

of the natural world in the rain that begins to fall: 'La pluie ruisselait en pleurs le 

long de ses joues amaigries. Puis deux lourdes larmes coulerent de ses yeux creux: 
les deux dernieres' (p. 265). 

The humanism that infuses much of Dorgeles's depiction of the war suggests, 

through myth, that nature, until then alienated from man by war, can once again 

represent his emotions and experiences. The hostility that underpins much of the 

depiction of the natural world in Les Croix de bois and other combat novels is 

occasionally replaced by the promise of a renewed relationship between man and 

nature in which man will once again be able to gauge his place in the world. In this 

way Duhamel also evokes a natural idyll that, since the outbreak of war, has become 

estranged from man, if not incomprehensible to him. In 'bans la vigne', the narrator 

points not to the evolutionary and progressive nature of the natural world, but to its 

circularity and continuity, precisely those qualities of man's life threatened by war. 

Whilst evoking 'une belle petite vigne champenoise, nette, gonflee de suc, soignee 

comme une chose sainte, divine', he also points to the mutilation of those peasants 

whose life could be understood in similar terms. 19 

In the nationalist combat novel the mythical reading of the world also leads 

to the establishing of links between the persistence of the natural world and of 

human continuity. This is facilitated by the surviving voice of pre-war nationalism in 

many of these novels, although this voice has been greatly diminished by the 

antipathy that many characters perceive in their relations with the natural world. 

Thus the narrator of La Flamme au poing considers the German army to be not only 

at war with the French, but the soil of France itself: 'Le Teuton est en desaccord 

perpetuel avec ce precieux paysage qui le rejette, le devoile et le renie, qui le designe 

comme un malade montre 1'abces qui le ronge' (p. 66). By contrast, and in an echoing 
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of Barres's cult of 'la terre et les morts', the French are denoted by their more 
harmonious relationship with their land. Death, therefore, is but a return to the very 
origins of the nation. To die is to take up one's place in the life-death cycle of the 

nation itself. In La Guerre a vingt ans, this is expressed in Alain's periodic longing 

to die for the nation, and to live on in his assimilation into the very substance of the 

nation, a longing that is frustrated by his surviving the war. Yet, despite these echoes 

of pre-war nationalism, the nationalist combatant's desire for reintegration into a 
natural, but equally national cycle reflects for Stephane Audouin-Rouzeau 'le sens 
d'une lecon personnelle, intime, tiree de 1'experience quotidienne de la mort frappant 

a ses cotes et de la vision des charniers du champ de bataille'. 20 It therefore exists as 

an attempt to contain the immanence of death and to comprehend the dissolution of 
bodies abandoned in no man's land within a mythical notion of national continuity. 
Its primary function is as a response to the sense of loss and isolation experienced on 

the front. 

Moreover, the natural elements can periodically become the reflection of the 

nationalist hero's aspirations. In Le Songe, Bricoule's brutal rejection of Dominique 

and his decision to return to the trenches are mirrored by a storm of Wagnerian 

proportions. Whilst the anti-war novel might seek universal order or pity in its 

mythical interpretation of nature, Le Songe concludes with another attempt on the 

part of Bricoule to establish himself in combat and to interpret his decision in terms 

of myth: 'Les vents peuvent se lever enfin, qui remportent Alban vers la pleine mer 

de l'ordre male. Iphigenie a ete egorgee sur l'autel' (p. 307). 

Similarly, in Un Tel de l'armee francaise, Franconi chooses to see in the 

elements a reflection of his characters' nationalist ideology. During the degradation 

of Jean and Paul, the weather is considered to work against man in a fashion that is 

consistent with an absurdist view of the world: 

Le vent tourne en rafales [... ]. Le ruissellement de la pluie et les mille bruits de Forage 

ajoutent ä l'angoisse de minuit. L'homme, attaque par des puissances invisibles, surgies de 

1'ombre et venues du ciel, se terre, convaincu, en presence des elements courrouces, de sa 
faiblesse eternelle. (p. 175) 

Yet this is the result of a split in the natural unity of the regiment brought about by 

Jean and Paul's dereliction of duty. Once the regiment sets about expelling its anti- 

collective and anti-nationalist elements, the unity of the regiment is suggested by 
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man's renewed accord with nature: 'L'aube est venue. La tempete s'est apaisee. Dans 

un vaste champ, le bataillon est assemble. Le soleil fait aux troupes l'aumöne d'une 

caresse' (pp. 176-77). 

Behind much of the use that the nationalist combat novel makes of a 
mythical relationship between man and the elements lies a more widespread 

association of the war with apocalyptic paradigms. As Jay Winter suggests in respect 
to Barbusse, Remarque, and Jünger, the apocalyptic model is readily called upon by 

the combat novelist whatever ideology he may serve. 21 All the novels studied here 

have contributed to the apprehension of the existential universe outlined in Part One 

of this thesis. We have likened this universe, characterised by the inimical 

relationship between man and the natural world, the immanence of death, and the 

subsequent sense of entrapment within the present, to Frye's demonic world. 22 

Through the association of the ideology of the novel with myth, the combat novelist 
is able to reinterpret the world. The destruction with which he is faced on the 

Western Front contains the possibility of new meaning. While this new meaning is 

to be associated with the ideology of the novel, the promise of such meaning is 

expressed through myth. Thus the promise of new meaning is contained within the 

natural cycle, the dawn becoming a time favoured by the novelist for the mythical 

expression of ideology. Through the interaction of myth and ideology the novelist 

intends to hold out the hope of progression beyond the stasis of the present, 

embodying this hope in the symbolism of the dawn. In this way the evocation of a 

new dawn informs both the nationalism of Malherbe and the socialism of Barbusse. 

In La Flamme au poing, the narrator points to trench life as the new dawn of an era 

of virile nationalism: 

Voici que l'ombre s'est peu ä peu eclaircie. Une clarte diffuse et grisdtre de commencement 
de monde envahit l'atmosphere. [... ] La brume et la fumee comblent les ravins profonds. Je 

regarde nos hommes: visages durs et farouches, que le froid bleuit et que la fatigue creuse. 
Aucune pensee amollissante. Les cceurs sont fermes au souvenir. (p. 147) 

Equally, the socialism of Le Feu is couched in the intimate association of ideology 

with man's rediscovered relationship with the natural world. Thus the revelation of 

socialism to the survivors of battle is mirrored by the start of a new day: 

Le ciel noir, bouche d'orage, s'ouvre doucement au-dessus de nos tetes. Entre deux masses de 

nuees tenebreuses, un eclair tranquille en sort, et cette ligne de lumiere, si resserree, si 
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endeuillee, si pauvre, qu'elle a Fair pensante, apporte tout de meme la preuve que le soleil 
existe. (p. 435) 

Similarly, Escholier concludes Le Sel de la terre with a visit by Servat to the remains 
of a trench where Bussieres and two others have been burned alive. After the horrors 

of battle described in the previous chapter, Bussieres is now seen to have achieved 

peace and totality with the nation for which he died: 'Le jour s'etait leve. C'etait de 

nouveau le soleil de France, fair tendre, 1'alouette... 11 n'y avait qu'un peu plus de 

poussiere sur le sol sacre de la patrie' (p. 198). 

Hence, the constant movement of myth within the combat novel is away 
from the alienating, incomprehensible, unreadable world of the absurd towards a 

world where once again man can begin to establish a place that results from his 

sense of continuity and resilience. For those characters who view the world in terms 

of myth, their relationship to the world is transformed by this association of the 

ideology of the novel with myth. In this way myth allows the passage from the 

demonic world to Frye's apocalyptic world where destruction is followed by 

redemption, where 'nature is no longer the container of society, but is contained by 

that society, and must rain or shine at the pleasure of man'. 23 When the combat novel 

is exposed to myth, the alienating world of the Western Front momentarily reveals a 

glimpse of meaning. It is in these glimpses that much of the hope of the genre is 

contained. During these moments, the landscape of the trenches is transformed from 

the problematic Bakhtinian horizon, where man is forced towards an uncertain 

future, into the encompassing and meaningful world of environment. 24 The 

landscape of the Western Front no longer reflects only the problematic and future- 

orientated conflict of man with the world. Rather it begins to express the possibility 

of a new accord between man and the world as it becomes an encompassing 

environment in which the future of man is once again reflected. 

The mythical dimension of the combat novel is dispersed throughout the 

novel and underpins many of the ideological attempts of the genre to comprehend 

the war. It expresses itself, as we have stated, in a series of tableaux that recur 

throughout any given text. Indeed, what we might call this effet de tableau is 

essential in underpinning the ideological expression of the novel. The tableau exists 

within the novel as a moment when the action ceases. For, once the combat novelist 

is able to abandon the subjective techniques forced on him from his limited 

200 



perspective of the conflict, he is able to construct an image in which the world 
around becomes an encompassing environment, where once again the actions of 
characters exist in relation to the world in which they find themselves. The 
interpenetration of myth and ideology in the combat novel results, briefly, in an 
image of the world that is once again intelligible to man. 

However, it reflects not nature itself but creates a second nature that might be 

considered a model of man's potential relations, through commitment to the ideology 

of the novel, with the world beyond the novel. In this respect, the apocalyptic 

conclusion of certain combat novels evokes not an ending but a new beginning, 

rendering the events of the novel a pre-history of the future. The result is that form is 

given to the novel; the ideology of the novel, supported by mythical allusion, 

proposes itself as a response to the vagaries of the absurd. In this respect, the combat 

novel becomes typical of the novel genre, as defined by Camus in L'Homme revolte, 

since: 'Le monde romanesque n'est que la correction de ce monde-ci, suivant le desir 

profond de 1'homme' (pp. 324-25). Yet, as we shall see, such a view does not supply 

omniscience or the authority associated with the roman a these. Rather the artistry of 

such a technique, like all art, transcends the moment since, as Raymond states in 

respect to Malraux: '[Art] becomes emblematic of, and a crucial vehicle for, the 

human will to penetrate to the heart of a certain experience of eternity, which eludes 

man like an ever-receding chimera'. 25 The recourse to myth therefore has substantial 

repercussions for the authority of the novel's dominant ideology and for the very 

notion of commitment within the novel. 

8.2 Myth, Commitment, and the Novel 

By examining the differing ideologies of combat novels in terms of their mythical 

dimension, a certain communality of themes emerges. While both Duhamel and 

Malherbe invoke the martyrdom of their characters, they do so in the name of vastly 

different ideologies. Yet the choice of Christian paradigms to underpin their 

individual ideological responses to the war is indicative not so much of the 

importance of these ideologies in themselves, but of their underlying ability to return 

the characters of the novel to a sense of human progression. In the case of Duhamel 

this is within the broader community of a peaceable humanity itself. In that of 

Malherbe, it is within the community of the nation in opposition to the forces that 
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seek to deny its very existence. The interest of this thesis has therefore been not to 
examine the individual ideologies of combat novels, a task that has been thoroughly 
carried out by Rieuneau, Cruickshank, and Rasson, but to seek out points of 
communality that are more broadly suggestive of the working of the modern 
novelist's mind. 

In their recourse to myth, the ideologies of these novels reflect a common 
need of the modern mind to seek in the commitment of the novel a response to the 
temporal and spatial isolation that characterises the absurd. The type of myths 

preferred by the genre as a whole are those that establish the persistence and 

continuity of humanity over such isolation. Commitment to each of the ideologies 

proposed by individual combat novels offers such continuity through a choice of 

mythical allusions that transcend many of the individual ideologies themselves. The 

evocation of man's religiosity in death and suffering, along with the reflection of 
human endurance in the natural cycle, suggest the primacy of a sense of community 

and continuity irrespective of the individual ideological preferences of the novelist. 

While the novelist wishes the reader to associate a single ideology with this promise 

of continuity, it is the desire for such continuity, pervading the entire genre, that 

marks its modernity as both the expression of a fractured universe and its nostalgia 

for totality. The association of ideology with the notions of human community and 

continuity persists throughout the committed novel of the inter-war years. While 

there has been much legitimate criticism of the individual ideological commitment 

of certain novelists to totalitarian regimes, many committed novels themselves, 

through mythical allusion, are fundamentally humanist by intent if not always by 

affiliation. 

As we have stated, the evocation of human continuity endows the characters, 

albeit temporarily, with a sense of community stretching back through time. 

Consequently, the characters of the novel are able to go beyond the present towards 

the past. Their actions become imbued with an eternal quality as the struggle of 

those on the Western Front becomes part of an eternal struggle to forge human 

meaning in a world of negation. The association of myth and commitment offers the 

possibility of temporal reintegration into the human continuum. In this we might see 

a passage from the combat novel's depiction of l'homme absurde in the first part of 
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this thesis to its anticipation of the Malrucian homme fondamental. The latter, as 
Vinh Dao states, is characterised by 'sa fidelite a l'homme et l'elan qui le porte 
irresistiblement vers la fraternite humaine pour se defendre contre tout ce qui 

menace de 1'avilir ou de 1'aneantir'. 26 In this respect, commitment to the nation, 

socialism, or humanism represents an attempt to form a community in the face of all 

such threats. Yet the very foundation of all such communities lies in the persistent 

community of humanity itself. It is perhaps this primacy of human community over 
ideology that, in part, explains the ability of many in the inter-war years (and since 

the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe) to pass from one form of commitment to 

another. 

In addition to this ability to reconnect the present and the past, the 

association of myth and commitment acts as the promise of future reintegration. The 

ideology of the combat novel offers itself not only as a way of understanding the 

war, but as a way of assuring the future. Thus for the nationalist novel, the defeat of 

the German aggressor will guarantee the continuity of the nation. For the anti-war 

novel, remembrance of the dead in the battle against complacency and forgetfulness 

will ensure that the present has value in the future. The value of myth in the combat 

novel lies not only in its ability to evoke the past and the present as the continuation 

of the past, but in its suggestion that man can move beyond the problematic present. 

Through its association with the natural cycle and the apocalyptic, the commitment 

of many combat novels faces towards the future whilst perceiving connections with 

the past. The evocation of myth in the early twentieth-century committed novel 

therefore draws on the Sorelian concept of the political myth. For Sorel, myth has 

the power to motivate change without the prescriptive or utopian quality of many 

nineteenth-century concepts of change. The myth of the eternity of the ideological 

struggle of man with an absurd and meaningless universe of constant negation is 

akin to that of Sorel's general strike, since it does not posit a utopian ending to this 

struggle. For Sorel, 'the myth must be judged as a means of acting on the present; 

any attempt to discuss how far it can be taken literally as future history is devoid of 

sense'. 27 The sense of revolt that informs the committed novel of the early twentieth 

century draws on the forward momentum of the political myth, placing the emphasis 
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on action rather than on the passivity that results from the anticipation of history's 

completion. 

The impossibility of predicting an end-state in contrast to the deterministic 

schools of thought that inform the nineteenth-century roman a these has already 
been discussed in the previous chapter. However, the association of commitment and 
myth in the early twentieth-century committed novel further contributes to the 
impossibility of absolute authority. As Michael Bell demonstrates, the collapse of 
positivistic and deterministic paradigms is countered in Modernism by the concept 
of history as cyclical. Thus, witttingly or unwittingly, the early modernists reflect 
contemporaraneous theories of Western civilisation as a series of rise and falls, as 
typified by the work of Spengler but also in the Nietzschean notion of Eternal 

Recurrence. The evocation of myth and, in particular the linking of human continuity 
to the natural cycle, undermines any claim on the part of the novelist to point with 

absolute certainty to an historical end-state. The new dawn of the conclusion of Le 

Feu will give way to the fall of night. Thus, for Bell, the modernist writer possesses 

a Nietzschean historical consciousness, as outlined in Nietzsche's essay 'The Uses 

and Disadvantages of History for Life'. 28 This historical consciousness is 

characterised by the recognition of one's own relativity in the course of time which 
is, in turn, counterbalanced by a particular world-view (or superhistorical 

consciousness). However, this world-view is formed in the awareness that it is 

forever changing as we pass through time and therefore constitutes a shifting horizon 

against which we act. The recourse to myth in the combat novel therefore reveals not 

only the relativity of the present, but also of the ideology of the novel itself. 

Consequently, the ideology of the novel may be considered as the horizon delimited 

by the novel at one moment and not the promise of an end-state and a future end to 

all human transience. 

Yet the mythical dimension of the combat novel does not serve to point to 

the purely cyclical nature of human history. The ideology of the combat novel, 

reintegrating man in time, establishing connections between the past and present 

whilst holding out the promise of a future, also points to a process of change. The 

nationalism of the nationalist combat novel is no longer the national conservatism of 

pre-war France. The socialism of Le Feu already anticipates the communist novels 
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of Aragon and Nizan, while the humanism of the anti-war novel is no longer 

founded on a positivistic sense of man's inherent ability to achieve perfection, but 

reflects the sense of community already found in pre-war Unanimism. As we have 

stated, the recourse to myth represents an attempt to fill the void left by the failures 

of determinism and positivism. At the same time, the sense of continuity supplied by 

myth is accompanied by a sense of progression despite the acknowledged 

unknowability of the future. 

Indeed, it might be more helpful in our consideration of the role of myth in 

the committed novel if we borrowed from Walter Benjamin's interpretation of Paul 

Klee's Angelus Novus rather than from Nietzsche's notion of Eternal Recurrence. 

Benjamin observes that Klee's angel faces towards the past, perceiving in history 

'one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in 

front of his feet' whilst being constantly and irresistibly propelled upwards 'into the 

future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows 

skyward. This storm is what we call progress'. 29 Jay Winter draws on these 

observations in his analysis of cultural remembrance of the war. 30 We might also 

consider the ideological use of myth and its evocation of the persistence of humanity 

to behave in a similar fashion, seeking meaning and continuity in the past whilst cast 

ever onwards into a future it cannot know. 

This forward movement invests the combat novel with a sense of direction 

that counters the temporal isolation and eternal present of the chronotope of the 

absurd. The mythical dimension of the combat novel's commitment therefore imbues 

time with a sense of movement. The new dawns of La Flamme au poing, Le Feu, 

and Le Sel de la terre endow the conclusion of the novel with a sense of what 

Benjamin calls 'Messianic time' where the present is pregnant with a radically 

different future. 31 There is clearly, in each case, a movement away from the stasis of 

the absurd. The present is no longer the alienated and static world of what Heidegger 

terms actuality; through the Messianic quality of commitment, the characters of the 

combat novel are momentarily freed from the constraints of the absurd. 

The principal role of both myth and ideological commitment in the combat 

novel is to counter those problems posed by the apprehension of the existential 

universe. Therefore, the commitment of the novel exists as a response to such 
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problems and is imbued with a dialogic quality, one paradoxically reinforced by its 
failure to posit a fixed, historically pre-determined end-state within the text. Yet the 

commitment of the combat novel, whilst lacking finality, does represent Bakhtinian 

finalisation in that it frames the novel, existing as a response throughout the novel to 
the challenges of the absurd, and, in novels like Le Feu and Le Sel de la terre, by 

concluding the novel. In this way, the ideology of individual combat novels poses 
itself as the final utterance in the dialogue of the novel. As Bakhtin states: 

A given work can be the product of a collective effort, it can be created by the successive 
efforts of generations, and so forth - but in all cases we hear in it a unified creative will, a 
definite position, to which it is possible to react dialogically. 32 

While the ideology of individual novels seeks to act as the reassuring 

conclusion to the action of the novel, its association with myth constantly points to 

the persistence of change. As Kermode observes in respect of the modernist novel, 

the novel will always end, even if that ending is merely 'a fake full stop'. 33 Similarly, 

the ideological conclusion of the combat novel is a false ending in that it constantly 

anticipates an unknowable future and the interaction of the reader with this future. In 

this way, ideology as finalisation is, to quote Bakhtin once more, 'the capability of 

determining the directly active response position of other participants in the 

communication'. 34 In its anticipation of an active reader-response it becomes 

increasingly open-ended. In its discovery of the absurd as man's modern problematic 

condition, and in its recourse to mythical allusion, the committed novel anticipates 

not only a readership contemporaneous with its publication but also what Todorov 

terms as surdestinaire. 35 

The problems posed by the combat novel are no longer merely those alone of 

the generation who confronted death on the Western Front, but those of all modern 

men. Ideology as a means of revolt against the ideological and meaningless void of 

the absurd therefore anticipates a continual struggle against the absurd. Through its 

interpenetration with myth and its subsequent reintegration of man into the totality of 

time, rediscovering links between past, present and future struggles, the ideology of 

the combat novel points to an eternal condition of revolt against the temporal stasis 

of the absurd. As Garaudy observes, existential apprehension is not simply the 

expression of the anguish of the absurd, but also 'de 1'affirmation du pouvoir 

invincible de l'homme de s'arracher au chaos, de [lui] donner un sens, de le 
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depasser'. 36 Consequently, the interest of the genre lies in the way in which it 
establishes the conflict between the absurd and commitment in the novel, a conflict 
that persists in the novels of the inter-war years. 
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CONCLUSION 

Writing in 1950, Claude-Edmonde Magny talked of 1918 as a 'revolution litteraire 

manquee'; according to Magny, the factors that were to influence the novelists of the 
1940s were present in the early twentieth century, but writers persisted in writing for 

a largely bourgeois readership without allowing the form of the novel to be 

fundamentally modified by a recognition of such factors. ' The combat novel is, of 

course, overshadowed by the works of Malraux, Camus, Sartre, and others who are 
better able to aestheticise the sense of the absurd. Since the 1920s it remains a little 

read genre. However, Magny's work is typical of many of the vociferous claims by 

writers in the 1940s (among whom Sartre is the most prominent) that the litterature 

engagee of the time was, in literary terms, a revolutionary concept. As this thesis has 

endeavoured to demonstrate, the combat novel plays a significant role in the 

development of the committed French novel of the early twentieth century. The 

novelty that Sartre primarily sees in his own writing in Qu'est-ce que la litterature? 

is in fact the product of two generations' experience. While Sartre is one of the finest 

exponents of these, he is indebted to the previous generation who began to formulate 

the vocabulary of his own novelistic discourse. 

The combat novel is of fundamental interest to the study of early twentieth- 

century French literature and its significance is twofold. Firstly, it supplies the 

vocabulary of an absurdist perception of the world. Secondly, in its apposition of the 

absurd to the meaning to be found in commitment, it establishes the paradigm of the 

early twentieth-century committed novel. 

Although the vast majority of the combat novels examined here rarely elicit 

much interest today, it is by considering the corpus to which they belong that we 

begin to establish some form of communality between individual novels and a sense 

of the collective mentality of the time, or what we call the modern mind. As the first 

part of this thesis has demonstrated, the description of the war by both anti-war and 

nationalist texts is fundamentally absurdist. While the ideologies of individual novels 

differ, the condition of all combatants is one marked by the potential negation of 

humanity through the indifference of the natural world, the mechanisation of the 

human, and the absence of temporal connections between the past, present, and 
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future. Individual authors have recourse to differing ideologies in order to counter 
this sense of the absurd, yet, throughout the genre, a verbal core of the war as a 
potentially absurd process is established. The vocabulary of this core informs the 
dialogic attempt of all combat novels to establish meaning in response to the absurd. 

Consequently, in each novel, the war exists as an object of disputation as 
individual authors attempt to supply ideological meaning. The individual text may 
add to this mass of words that surround the war as this object of disputation, but only 
for another text to enter into dialogue with it and only for it to become part of the 

ongoing dialogue concerning that object. The war depicted in each novel is common 
to all, yet interpreted independently. 

In this way a further significance of the genre becomes apparent. In its 

absurdist depiction of the war, it has established the vocabulary upon which all 
future accounts of the war depend. It is extremely difficult, short of turning one's 
back on our current image of the First World War, and thereby turning the war into a 
different, currently inexistent object, to rewrite the war other than in a mixture of the 

language provided by one's own ideology and in the borrowed language of one's 
literary predecessors. From this we can deduce that literature, and perhaps culture as 

a whole, create from the historical event a solid verbal core on which all future 

writers must draw. Hence, the study of the combat novel begins to provide us with 

an understanding of history as considered by the novel; a verbal core is created by 

the contemporaneous account and exists in dialogue with all future representations 

of that event. This core is solid but is constantly being added to and drawn on. From 

this comes the realisation that the ideology inherent in any novel is possessed by the 

'inability to say anything once and for all or to think anything through to its end'. 2 

The second principal significance of the genre lies in the paradigm it 

establishes for the committed novel of the inter-war years. In its recourse to 

commitment in order to counter the isolation and contingency inherent in a sense of 

the absurd, the combat novel reflects the duality of much modernist thought. Like 

the combat novel genre itself, the modern mind appears to be constructed upon a 

series of paradoxes. As Romy Golan claims, in respect to French painters in the early 

twentieth century, French modernity often reveals a longing for a world that has been 

swept aside by the horror of the First World War. 3 This nostalgia is always a 
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reflection of a sense of exile. It formulates the vocabulary that describes the new 
world into which it finds itself cast, whilst voicing a profoundly felt unease at the 

sense of transition which besets it. It reveals an awareness of the absence of totality, 

whilst expressing a longing for renewed totality. As Northrop Frye observes, the 

constant tendency of the modern mind is to seek out such totality in its engagement 

with the world: 

For all our dislike of the word totalitarian, we have to recognise that there is a profound and 
genuine, if ultimately specious, appeal in any form of social activity which promises to 
expand into a complete way of life, engaging all aspects of one's interests and providing 
fulfilment for one's cultural, spiritual, and intellectual as well as spiritual needs. 4 

The recourse to myth in the expression of the ideoloy of the novel represents 

a further attempt to re-establish a form of continuity in the face of existential 

apprehension. The role of myth, in its association with the ideology of the novel, is 

to supply temporal depth to the committed characters of the novel. The resultant 

sense of community suggests the persistance of humanity in the face of all that 

threatens to negate it and therefore posits the possibility of a human essence. Whilst 

the combat novel is an early expression of this tendency, it is also more broadly 

indicative of the modern mind's attempt to recreate essence in opposition to the 

vagaries of existence. Once again this dichotomy between existential apprehension 

and the suggestion of human essence, through myth, is suggestive of the dualistic 

nature of the modern mind. The combat novelist is among the first to consider 

political commitment and existential apprehension as compatible with, if not 

fundamental to, our understanding of the modern world. 5 

However, any sense of essence that can be perceived in the interpenetration 

of myth and commitment differs profoundly from the notion of human essence that 

informs many late ninteenth-century novels. For the latter, human essence is only 

ever another facet of natural essence. For the combat novel and, subsequently, for 

the committed novel of the inter-war years, any sense of human essence to be 

perceived in the temporal communities of committed characters is a human creation. 

It exists as a response to existential apprehension and reveals a human need to create 

structures in a world where these have been found to be absent. It is therefore an 

open-ended, incomplete project that humanity sets itself. While humanity can re- 

establish connections between the past and the present, any sense of its own essence 
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in the future can only be forged through an engagement with the problematic world 
of the present. 

The starting point of this thesis was the assertion that the First-World-War 

combat novel is a primarily modernist genre. Its adumbration of an existential 

problematic is indicative of its broader role in the development of the French novel, 
denoting the latter's passage from the relatively stable essentialist world-views of the 

pre-war novel to an existential universe where man must forge his own meaning. In 

this way, the thinking behind the combat novel is suggestive of certain tendencies of 

the modern mind. While it is important not to exaggerate the legacy of a genre that 

appears to hold little interest for the contemporary reader, it is equally essential to 

reappraise a much neglected genre, the study of which enables us to understand the 

persistent recourse to political commitment in the early and mid-twentieth century. 

In its apposition of commitment to the absurd, the combat novel invests the 

committed novel of the early twentieth-century with a dialogic quality increasingly 

lacking in the late nineteenth-century roman a these. Inevitably the reappraisal of the 

combat novel must lead to a reappraisal of those authors of the inter-war years 

whose novels are frequently perceived in terms of monologism and closure. The 

combat novel is not indicative of a terminal crisis of the nineteenth-century realist 

novel. Rather it anticipates the struggle that is to follow in the early twentieth- 

century novel's perception of the absurd and subsequent quest for new certainties. 
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APPENDIX 

A synopsis of the principal combat novels referred to in this thesis 

Barbusse, Henri, Le Feu 

Serialised in L'GEuvre in 1916 and then published in novel form in December of that 

year, Le Feu features a first-person narrator who is a member of an infantry platoon. 
The action of the novel covers the period 1914 to 1915, although the only mention of 
the outbreak of war is in the first chapter which is set in a sanitorium. The rest of the 

novel depicts trench warfare and culminates in the flooding of French and German 

lines one night in the winter of 1915. From this the surviving members of the 

platoon emerge convinced that only socialism can prevent future war. The narrator 

gradually emerges as the ideological voice of the novel, although, as a character, he 

is primarily interested in the other members of the platoon. 

Barbusse, Henri, Clarte 

Published in 1919, Clarte follows the passage of its hero, Simon Paulin, an officer, 

from revanchist patriot in 1914 to pacifist and socialist upon his return to civilian 

society following injuries received in battle. More than in Le Feu, Barbusse depicts 

the war in hallucinatory terms as battle passes by the wounded and delirious Paulin. 

It differs from Le Feu in that, while it retains a first-person narrator, it follows a 

model of individual apprenticeship absent in Barbusse's previous novel. It therefore 

places Paulin in a concrete social context often absent from the protagonists of Le 

Feu. The war is clearly perceived as a product of a society dominated by the 

bourgeoisie. 

Philippe Barres, La Guerre a vingt ans 

Philippe was the son of Maurice Barres and was later associated with Georges 

Valois's Faisceau. Published in 1924, La Guerre a vingt ans, follows the 

apprenticeship of the nationalist hero Alain, an officer in an infantry regiment. Alain 

grows in competence throughout the war culminating with his injury in battle in 

September 1918 which leaves him hospitalised until the Armistice. Alain is 
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constantly torn between his notion of war as an adventure and his sense of loss 

amidst international conflict. Although elements of his father's thinking remain, 
Philippe's novel points to a certain complexity absent in Maurice Barres's own war- 

writings. 

Rene Benjamin, Gaspard 

One of the earliest combat novels, published in 1915 and winner of the Prix 

Goncourt that year, Gaspard follows the adventures of its eponymous hero from the 

outbreak of war until his return to society, after losing a leg. Benjamin makes much 

of Gaspard's Parisian background and of how his spirit during war is in part a 

continuation of his pre-war debrouillardise. To this extent, the humour of Gaspard 

serves a patriotic rather than contestatory purpose. His novel reflects much of the 

early optimism of 1914 and did much to establish the literary type of the poilu 

debrouillard. 

Bernier, Jean, La Percee 

Originally published in 1920 and much admired by Jean-Norton Cru. Bernier adopts 

the biographical framework of Jean Favigny's war experiences for his novel which 

traces his participation in the war from August 1914 until his presumed death in the 

autumn of 1915. Favigny is a junior infantry officer who, like Barbusse's Paulin, 

moves from revanchist patriotism to outright pacifism. Unlike Barbusse's character, 

however, it is the narrator who draws the ideological conclusions of the novel, 

Favigny often expressing a general sense of revulsion at war rather than the specific 

post-war agenda alluded to by the narrator. Bernier himself joined the French 

Communist Party in the 1920s and eventually took over from Barbusse as editor of 

the review Clarte. 

Bertrand, Adrien, L'Appel du sol 

Highly successful when first published, L'Appel du sol is now largely forgotten. 

Despite its Barresian overtones, it marks an original attempt to understand the notion 

of nationalism and the manner in which the individual is prepared to die for his 

country. It deals with the passage from the open warfare of August 1914 to the 
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increasing stagnation of trench warfare in 1915, depicting the lives and deaths of a 

number of officers of a regiment of chasseurs alpins. Its principal protagonists are 
the nationalist officers Vaissette and Fabre. 

Chaine, Pierre, Les Memoires dun rat 

Serialised in part in a trench journal in 1917, Les Memoires d'un rat differs from 

other souvenirs romances in that its protagonist, Ferdinand, is a rat. The 1923 edition 

used here contains a preface by Anatole France pointing to the literary and 

philosophical value of Chaine's work. Covering the entirety of the war, it portrays 
Ferdinand's impressions of human conflict and his reflections on death. In this way, 
Chaine's work echoes many of the preoccupations of the combat novel genre. 

Dorgeles, Roland, Les Croix de bois 

Probably the most famous French combat novel after Le Feu, Les Croix de bois was 

published in 1919. Although the narrator, Jacques Larcher, is present as a character, 

it traces the participation of Gilbert Demachy, a Parisian student, from November 

1914 until his death (probably in 1915). Again, the individual's biography serves to 

reflect the passage from early enthusiasm to weariness and revolt, a process that is 

aided by Demachy's friendship with the disillusioned, but high-spirited poilu 

debrouillard, Sulphart. The novel also follows the latter's problematic return to 

society following the loss of several fingers. 

Georges Duhamel, Vie des martyrs 

Duhamel worked both as a stretcher-bearer and doctor during the war. This 

collection of stories is narrated by a doctor in a field hospital and thereby resembles 

the form referred to as souvenirs romances. Tracing the individual struggles of his 

patients, the narrator constantly highlights the misery of war and the nobility in 

suffering of its victims. 

Georges Duhamel, Civilisation 

A variety of narrators recount their various encounters with the injured and the dying 

in this collection of short stories. Many of these stories appear more obviously 
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fictionalised than those recounted in Vie des martyrs, but the theme of human 

endurance in the face of the misery of modern warfare also echoes throughout this 

collection. 

Escholier, Raymond, Le Sel de la terre 

The preface claims that the novel is almost entirely composed of the notes found on 

the body of a dead soldier, Bussieres. However, it is told in the third person. 

Bussieres, we are told, is a former socialist who discovered his patriotism in August 

1914. Since then he has considered himself a patriot and even begins to rediscover, 

with help from a serving priest (Servat), his Catholic faith amidst the squalor of war. 

The events depicted here begin in 1916, culminating in Bussieres' death at Verdun. 

Bussieres' increasing patriotism is set against the decline of his mentor, Servat. 

Florian-Parmentier, L'Oura an 

Published in 1920, the author, in a brief preface, apologises for the need he felt to 

publish another combat novel '[aux] temps de fox-trot et de joyeuse hoirie' (p. 7). 

The novel recounts the war as experienced by the pacifist protagonist, Peissenier, 

and, until his death early in the novel, by Peissenier's artist friend, Chevagnes. 

Pessenier, as a stretcher-bearer with access to the Front, is able to interpret events he 

both witnesses and that are re-told to him by the infantrymen he frequents. In 

addition to this, the narrator frequently intervenes in an attempt to guarantee a 

pacifist interpretation of the novel. The novel covers the period August 1914 - 

November 1918. 

Franconi, Gabriel, Un Tel de l'armee francaise 

The hero of Franconi's novel (published in 1918) is referred to simply as Un Tel, 

thereby denoting both his individuality and typicality. Un Tel is the product of a 

rural, working-class background who, having rejected anarchism, turns to 

nationalism prior to war. There are also suggestions of Un Tel's anti-Semitism. The 

events of the novel are dominated by the ideological interpretation of the narrator 

more than in any other combat novel studied here, but the narrator points to Un Tel 

as an ideological model to which the reader should aspire. Increasingly Un Tel's 

216 



experiences lead him to consider the sort of society that should emerge from the war. 
He therefore asserts the moral supremacy of the combatant and his subsequent right 
to a peaceable and unproblematic life in the post-war order. 

Maurice Genevoix, Ceux de 14 

Ceux de 14 is a collection of Genevoix's war-writings published together for the first 

time in 1950. The original texts were published as follows: Sous Verdun (1916), 
Nuits de guerre (1917), La Boue (1921), and Les Eparges (1923). Although based on 
Genevoix's own experiences and, judging from the diary-format, his own carnet de 

guerre, these works possess an obvious literary quality lacking in those carnets de 

guerre not written by professional writers. The events recounted span the period 
August 1914 - April 1915, culminating in the narrator's wounding. The narrator, a 
lieutenant in the infantry, passes from enthusiastic patriotism in Sous Verdun to 
disillusionment in subsequent volumes, but highlights throughout the combatants' 

sense of camaraderie. 

e Granvilliers, Jean, Le Prix de l'homme 

Written in hospital in 1917, but published in 1919, Granvilliers's novel portrays the 

apprenticeship of Miguel de Larreguy from the declaration of war until his death at 

Verdun in March 1916. Horrified by the disorder that surrounds him during the early 

encounters with the enemy in August 1914, Larreguy sets about applying his 

individual intelligence to organising victory. In addition to this, Granvilliers supplies 

the protagonist with two unlikely love interests: the aristocratic Marcelle de 

Romecourt and the peasant spy, alongside whom he dies, Clothilde. The novel is 

recounted in the third person, but large parts of it draw upon Larreguy's diary. 

Jolinon, Joseph, Le Valet de Moire 

Published in 1923, the novel traces the mobilisation of the initially bewildered 

Claude Lunant in August 1914, his time in the infantry, and then in communications. 

Lunant is increasingly convinced of the absurdity of war, as are those around him, 

but, while Lunant turns to pacifism, others seek different forms of escape (renewed 
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patriotism, religion, or decadence). The novel culminates with the characters' hopes 

for post-Wilsonian Europe as the President arrives in Paris. 

Lefebvre, Raymond and Vaillant-Couturier, Paul, La Guerre des soldats 

Published in 1919 with a preface by Barbusse, this collection of war stories and 

anecdotes reflects many of the principal objections of post-war pacifists to the Great 

War. Both authors were later associated with Barbusse's movement, Clarte, Vaillant- 

Couturier becoming a prominent intellectual in the French Communist Party of the 

1920s and 1930s. 

Mac Orlan, Pierre, Les Poissons morts 

Much in the style of souvenirs romances, Les Poissons morts follows the 

mobilisation of the first-person narrator in August 1914 and his subsequent 

experiences of Artois, Verdun, and the Somme. The narrator expresses a constant 

bewilderment at the reality of war and his inability to comprehend events through 

rational schema. It also contains a number of chapters concerning trench rats which 

draw more obviously on the fantastic (witness the tale of one rat which, after 

escaping the clutches of one soldier, re-appears the next day, his tail a bloody, but 

bandaged stump). 

Malherbe, Henry, La Flamme au going 

One of the first combat novels to appear, initially published in 1917. Like Mac 

Orlan, Malherbe fuses the fantastic and the real in his depiction of war. The narrator 

recounts his experiences of war, but much of the nationalist polemic of the novel 

comes from the three strange apparitions of the novel's opening ('Le Souvenir', 

'L'Amour', and 'La Mort'), along with the ghost of a fellow combatant, F..., whose 

thoughts on dying form the penultimate chapter of the novel. The narrator is less 

consistent in his ideological response to the war, depicting its horror and infusing 

these depictions with a sense of the absurdity of the war, and yet giving voice to a 

form of patriotism that is at times reminiscent of Barresian nationalism. 
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Maurois, Andre, Les Silences du Colonel Bramble 

The experiences of Aurelle, a liaison-officer between the French and British armies, 

are re-told by a third person narrator. Working alongside officers from Colonel 

Bramble's highland regiment, Aurelle engages in various conversations with the 

regimental padre and Dr. O'Grady. The latter in particular develops a theory of 
history as cyclical and constantly escaping humanity's attempts to master it. A 

certain absurdist notion of history pervades the novel, but is counter-balanced by the 

sense of continuity that informs peasant life beyond the trenches. 

de Montherlant, Henry, Le Songe 

In Montherlant's novel, the war is central to the attempts of the young hero, Alban de 

Bricoule, to establish himself as a figure of consequence in the eyes of others 
(notably the young nurse who follows him to the front, Dominique, and his fellow 

combatant, Prinet). Owing to his connections with the army, Bricoule is able to join 

up or leave at will. The novel begins with his decision to return to the front and 

traces his desire for, and subsequent rejection of, Dominique, along with Prinet's 

death. After rejecting Dominique, and despite having realised the failure of his 

project to lay an exemplary death before the weaker Prinet, Bricoule decides to 

return to the front once more. 

Paulhan, Jean, Le Guerrier applique 

Written in the first person and first published in 1917, Paulhan's short novel tells of 

Jacques Maast's experiences of war from September 1914 until his eventual 

wounding in combat. The novel follows Maast's rise through the ranks and is much 

in the mode of the novel of apprenticeship. 

des Touches, Rene, Pages de gloire et de misere 

Published in 1917, des Touches's novel is a rare example of a nationalist souvenir 

romance. The first-person narrator tells of his mobilisation in August 1914. The 

body of the novel is given over to describing scenes around the Front concerning 

village life, the work of the post-orderly, and the presence of North African troops. 

For the most part, descriptions possess a certain objective and photographic quality, 
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although the narrator's nationalism is always apparent. Despite the fact that very little 

is written of the trenches and of combat, several sections of the first edition (to be 
found in the British Library) were removed by censors. 

des Vignes-Rouges, Jean, Bourru: soldat de Vauquois 

A third-person narrator writes of the life of Bourru, a peasant from Bourgogne, and 

now a poilu at Vauquois. The description of Bourru and his ability to retain his good 
humour of the pre-war period are reminiscent of Gaspard. The novel concludes with 
Bourru leaving Vauquois for another sector. Vignes-Rouges uses Bourru's role as a 

messenger between the Front and the Etat-major to suggest the hardship faced by 

those away from the Front and the natural respect of the foot soldier for the officer 

class. The novel concludes with five unrelated chapters concerning mine-warfare. 

Werth, Leon, Clavel soldat 

First published in 1919, Clavel soldat follows the apprenticeship of the eponymous 

hero. Opposed to the war from his mobilisation in August 1914, Clavel sets out to 

turn war into revolution. However, he is rapidly demoralised by the passivity of his 

fellow combatants, nearly all of whom belong to the petite bourgeoisie. Many of the 

other characters of the novel merely serve to illustrate the responsibility of the 

French in the outbreak of war, while Clavel, usually in isolation, provides a pacifist 

and anti-capitalist understanding of the war. Werth later collaborated with Barbusse 

and Bernier within the Clarte movement. 
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