Editor’s Choice

Virginia Woolf and War: Fiction, Reality, and Myth. Mark
Hussey, editor. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press,
1992. Pp. 273. $29.95.

A few months before her fatal selfimmersion in the River Ouse
near her Sussex home in 1941, Virginia Woolf recorded this barely
coherent, but almost unbearable, vision in her diary:

Oh I try to imagine how one’s killed by a bomb. I've got it
fairly vivid—the sensation: but cant see anything but
suffocating nonentity following after. I shall think—oh I
wanted another 10 years—not this—& shant, for once be
able to describe it. It—I mean death; no, the scrunching
& scrambling, the crushing of my bone shade in on my
very active eye & brain: the process of putting out the
light,—painful? Yes. Terrifying. 1 suppose so—Then a
swoor; a drum; two or three gulps attempting
consciousness—& then, dot dot dot (2 Oct 40)

In an ambiguous projection (“I suppose s0”) of the annihilation of
the wellspring of her art, Woolf, at the most intimate and personal
level, represents the direct impact of war on her body. But, as she
recognizes, war's destructive power goes even beyond her own
ability to either fully sense or fully express it. The effort can only
trail off in the abyssal ellipsis of “dot dot dot” We might designate this
as Woolf's own Morse code signaling inevitable oblivion in the
Blitzkrieg, that indiscriminate aerial bombardment she heard every
night while lying in bed. Woolfs final months on earth were
consumed by this terror; having succumbed to madness during one
World War, she was both unwilling and unable to endure the horrors
of yet another.
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Woolf’s brilliantly creative life and tragically despairing death
could not have happened without the two World Wars. Mark
Hussey’s critical anthology, focusing on her complex and evolving
responses to war, is a necessary and welcome addition to recent
correctives to Woolf’s ill-deserved reputation, promulgated by New
Critics and British socialist commentators, as a politically and
historically disengaged High Modernist. Even recent feminist critics
like Elaine Showalter have continued to articulate this version of
Woolf as either unwilling or unable to “accommodate the facts and
crises of day-to-day experience” in her work (qtd. in Hussey 237).
Aside from the personal sufferings Woolf owed to war, a personal
intensity which suffuses her literary production, the 15 contributors
to Hussey’s book remind all interested Woolf readers and scholars
that war’s social and cultural implications formed a crucial, and
consistent, component of her fictional output.

Woolf’s literary achievement spanned the two World Wars, from
her first novel, The Voyage Out (1915), to her last, Between the Acts
(1941). As Hussey puts it in his introduction, “Reading Woolf as a
war novelist marks out a new trajectory for her fiction” (S), situating
even her seemingly most abstract novels such as The Waves
(1930), as Judith Lee does so persuasively, in an ethicsbased
critique of militarism. Reading The Waves as a novel about the
warfare which sustains imperialism, Lee probes “the profoundly if
paradoxically social nature of Woolf's mysticism” (199). Woolf
emerges, therefore, as a substantively materialist critic, fully
engaged with the historical and social implications of war in very
specific ways. Often it is by subtle indirection, as in such early works
as Jacob’s Room (1922); but increasingly, war provided an overt
structuring presence to her later works, as Patricia Cramer points
out in her useful analysis of that still woefully underrated novel, The
Years (1937). Hussey’s anthology establishes that it is Woolfs
critique of systematized male domination and violence (in both the
domestic and political realms) which lends her entire corpus of
fictional work an encompassing unity of vision and insight.
Collaborators Nancy Topping Bazin and Jane Hamovit Lauter put it
succinctly in their essay, “To read Virginia Woolfs fiction
intelligently, the reader must recognize fully the extent to which war
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shaped her vision and the reasons why it had such an impact” (14).
This anthology of criticism admirably succeeds in doing just that.
Moreover, many of Hussey’s contributors, such as Karen L.
Levenback and Patricia Laurence, make a wholly convincing case
for Woolf as one of this century’s preeminent theorists of war in the
polemical non-iction works which also spanned the length of her
career, from “War in the Village” (1918) to Three Guineas (1938)
and beyond (as in the 1940 essay “Thoughts on Peace in an Air
Raid) a significant statement which is bafflingly ignored by all of
Hussey’s contributors). Writing from feminist and historicist
perspectives, many of the essayists here underscore Woolfs
commitment in her non-fiction to defining the relationship between
domestic violence in the private realm and mass-scale violence on
the public field of battle. Laurence, in particular, in “The Facts and
Fugues of War' reiterates Woolf’s thesis that war was the “bridge”
which connects the “tyranny and servility of the private house] as
Woolf expressed it in Three Guineas, with the political tyranny of
Europe’s fascist warmongers. Laurence’s essay is especially useful in
analyzing the specific contemporary mass media images of the
1930s which reinforced the idea of war as the connecting “bridge” in
Woolfs formulation. As Judith Lee argues, we can now see, as
Woolf's detractors have not, the continuity between her fiction and
her polemical writings: Lee, Laurence, and Bazin and Lauter all
emphasize Woolf’s relentless scrutiny of the causes of war inherent
in patriarchy. In short, this valuable anthology insists that, in
Hussey’s unequivocal words, “all Woolf's work is deeply concerned
with war” (3), an insistence which leads many of his contributors to
give us some marvelous new insights into Woolf’s life and works.
To end with just one example, Roger Pool€’s brilliant reading of
war in To the Lighthouse sheds light on the stylistic device in the
“Time Passes” chapter of bracketing in parentheses the bluntly
matter-of-fact narrative of traumatic events in the Ramsay family
during the Great War. Poole connects these passages to the banal
and systematized communication by soldiers according to
preformatted responses on the Field Service Postcard (a
dehumanizing and bureaucratic form of communication, as Paul
Fussell points out in The Great War and Modern Memory). Poole
offers a way of understanding Woolf's “Modernist mimesis” (87) as it
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was inspired by the experience of war; the novel, as all her works do,
reflects upon, and critiques, the power of modern warfare to refuse
and annihilate common humanity. Hussey’s anthology effectively
reminds us that while Woolf’'s body could not withstand the cruelty
of war, her body of work lives on as a powerful rebuke to war and
those who make it.

Recommended Reading

Patriotic Culture in Russia During World War I. Hubertus
E Jahn. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995. Pp. 229.
$39.95.

Russia was not the only nation to suffer a catastrophe during World
War 1. But the effect of societal meltdown on the subsequent
Russian revolution is still a vital question, considering the long
shadow cast by communism over the twentieth century. Hubertus F
Jahn explores this question in compelling fashion with a fascinating
cultural history;, charting the rise and fall of Russian patriotism
during the first few years of the Great War. He sets himself the task of
measuring patriotism through “popular entertainment and mass
culture” (5) to show how people from all classes gradually lost vital
interest in the war. Along the way, the reader is introduced to
antique postcards, old photos and film posters, and is provided a
ringside seat at circuses featuring lady wrestlers and pigs dressed as
generals. Mr. Jahn proves an insightful guide throughout, foregoing
theoretical discussion in favor of interesting anecdotes and simple,
convincing elucidation. And he shows exactly what the common
soldier was fighting for at the outset, how that initial inspirational
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light faded, and then re-ignited into a new flame that makes Lenin’s
revolution understandable.

Just as trench warfare consisted of generals fighting the previous
war, artists initially celebrated popular patriotic sentiment through
media grounded in previous centuries. Thus, the traditional “lubok”,
or woodecarving with an easily understood message, was pressed
into service as in previous wars. Prints depicted knightly Russians
thrashing villainous Germans, a message that held constant even as
the lubok style was adopted by Kazimir Malevich and his fellow
Futurists, or used as the basis for new media such as photographic
postcards. Jahn also uses these simple propaganda vehicles to show
how the advent of new technologies—the submarine, zeppelin and
airplane—was incorporated into art even as tacticians were
struggling to understand the role of these new weapons on the
battlefield. Indeed, one is reminded of the 1979 Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan, prompting Afghans to weave designs of Russian
armored personnel carriers and AK47 machine guns into their rugs.
And Jahn helps the reader to decipher the satiric messages of these
illustrations; in one picture, the Turkish sultan is shown seated in a
galosh, which is a Russian idiom for finding oneself in a tight spot.
But the author also points out how escapist fantasies replaced
graphic images of battle after the first year of war. This escapism,
asserts Jahn, reveals a split “not between high and popular culture
but between the state and a society that had lost all interest in the
war” (83) that was now going badly.

The war as depicted on stage shows this same discouragement
over time. Initially, audiences were treated to dramatic
reenactments of combat, and the patriotic fervor informing the
action was suitably abstract. Soldiers went to the front for tsar
motherland, and the slavic fraternity. This high-flown sentiment was
barbed with easily understood satire. Circuses devised allegorical
skits using pigs dressed as German generals, and women wrestlers
conveyed a subtext of war as primal sporting event. But the call to
defend an abstract slavic brotherhood wore thin as combat losses
mounted; Lev Tolstoy mocked this motive nearly a half century
earlier as the last refuge of the feckless Vronsky in Anna Karenina.
Furthermore, tsarist censors quickly objected to the lampooning of
German royalty on the grounds that it might trigger a backlash



120 War, Literature, and the Arts

against their own masters in St Petersburg, a fear which illuminates
the vulnerability of Nicholas II. Even the women wrestlers, Jahn
points out, unintentionally highlighted the shortage of men caused
by the war. So the traditional sentiment and the reliable punchline
were no longer working, and only a new ideology could infuse the
old forms with new life. It would require a Vladimir Mayakovsky to
once again put theatrical allegory to effective use. Perhaps fittingly,
with his fantastical Mystery-Bouffe he wrote the new Communist
miyth of creation.

Jahn shows that this was clearly a time when rough and ready
inventiveness catered to each particular audience. Propaganda cars
toured the front lines showing primitive movies produced at the rate
of one a day by Moscow studios; Lenny Brucestyle standup
comedians satirized the war for urban intellectuals; dance
nightclubs featured floor shows under faux palm trees and blue
moons to lull bourgeois audiences into a denial of war’s reality. (An
interesting comparison might be made with Cuban extravaganzas
cooked up for Soviet bureaucrats in Havana during the late 1980’s as
the Russian empire disintegrated.) Jahn reveals popular culture in
all its garishness, “crude and sensationalist” (168), going for the
belly laugh with all the desperation of a knockout blow in a
Petrushka puppet show. No more Chekhovian dissection of the
psyche; supercharged patriotic tableaux vivants featuring casts of
hundreds now predominated, along with movies overripe with
schmaltz and easy sentiment. But again, such mass entertainment
could not paper over growing disaffection with a moribund regime.
The old values were failing on every front, and traditional tools for
drumming up patriotic fervor, even the nationalistic operas of
Glinka and Mussorgsky, no longer worked their magic.

Patriotic Culture works best when painting a picture: the circus,
for example, where “ordinary people crowded the galleries and
swarmed out to the street during intermission” while “the bourgeois
and aristocratic visitors . . . promenaded through carpeted hallways,
viewed exotic fish in aquariums, and sipped champagne at the
buffet” (86). And the author’s colorful portrait of the “e ra
peculiarly Russian form of folk variety show, convincingly
demonstrates the diversity, sympathy, and broadbased popularity of
that medium. Inevitably the individual reader might wish the
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author to have explored a particular point further. For instance, Jahn
simply notes the popularity of tearoff calendars showing famous
generals, but it would be interesting to know if there was a
connection in the popular mind with similar calendars celebrating
Orthodox saints. Sometimes his categories, such as dividing posters
into three motifs of traditional heroes, soldiers at work, and needed
war materiel, aren't particularly edifying, And occasionally the
author’s prose is a bit stuffy; the “phenomenon of cultural
convergence under the influence of a unifying patriotic stimulus”
(183) simply means that everybody supported the war effort. But
these are lapses few and far between. What we receive is
well-reasoned proof, with vivid support, of how popular culture
reflected a major change in the concept of patriotism held by
Russians from every class. Whether soldier or minister, we see
Russians switching allegiance away from the abstract concepts of
empire and Pan-Slavism, to a non-ideological identification with
their fellow countrymen. Lenin, with his unambiguous call for
peace, land, and bread, would not be far behind.

In this thought-provoking and well-researched book, Hubertus
Jahn clearly demonstrates that “Russians had a pretty clear idea
whom they were fighting in the war, but not for whom and for what”
(173). Among the many illustrations in this book is a photograph of
a Russian general, a figure who might have been seen at a charity
event featuring the conventionally comforting sounds of a military
band. With his glassy stare and broad moustaches, however, the
general presents to the modern eye a Monty Pythonesque image, a
Victorian authority figure about to fall off his pedestal from the
weight of his own jaw. After reading Jahn's account, one feels that
prerevolutionary Russians ultimately shared the same view of that
general as we do today.

—Howard Swarts
United States Air Force Academy
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Briefly Noted

Titus Andronicus: Critical Essays. Philip C. Kolin, editor.
New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1995. Pp. 518. $75.00.

Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus details the fall of a Roman military
hero who succeeds on the front but fails at home. In Titus
Andronicus: Critical Essays, editor Philip C. Kolin shares the
Roman'’s inconsistent performance, though certainly not to such an
extreme degree. Kolin plainly states that his collection of essays will
give “a survey, by no means exhaustive, of some of the most
significant criticism of Titus” (14). He admits that his volume is
“primarily concerned” with twentieth-century criticism (9), yet he
manages to insert some snippets of significant earlier criticism,
including Edward Ravenscroft’s oft-quoted (especially in these
essays) 1687 pronouncement that Titus “seems rather a heap of
rubbish than a structure” (375).

However, Titus was “extremely popular on the Elizabethan stage”
(41), and in the intervening centuries, critics have tried to account
for this fact by moving their focus from apologizing for Shakespeare
and/or doubting his single hand in the play to examining the play
itself. Hence, Kolin treats us to essays by such critics as Eugene M.
Waith, Leslie A. Fiedler, Carolyn Asp, David Bevington, and Jan Kott
that re-evaluate the play based on rhetoric, “gender, race, sexuality,
and violence” (13), among other topics.

Kolin divides his volume into two major parts: the first called
“Titus Andronicus and the Critics” and the second “Titus
Andronicus on Stage?” Because Titus, after Shakespeare’s time, has
rarely been performed, the second part is only about one-third as
long as the first. Nevertheless, this collection succeeds in convincing
the reader that Titus has been unjustly neglected and that the play
merits serious re-consideration. The section dealing with stage
history includes essays on international performances (as well as
photographs) and shows that successful productions have ranged
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from the graphic to the symbolic. It also highlights Peter Brook’s
landmark 1955 production, starring Sir Laurence Olivier, which is
credited with reviving interest in the play.

Notwithstanding Kolin's accomplishment in making these
articles accessible, there are some drawbacks. For example, the
volume has no index or Latin glosses, and the essays written
specifically for this collection do not even adhere to the same
format. (Some have “Works Cited,’ while others do not, etc.) More
importantly, the earliest criticism only dates back to 1896 and the
earliest stage history to 1687. Surely, Francis Meres or Ben Jonson
(to name only two) could have been at least excerpted to give
readers the views of Shakespear€'s contemporaries in their own
words. In addition, quite a few typographical errors interfere with
the quality of the essays.

Although regrettably none of these articles concentrate on the
military qualities of this warrior/hero, this collection (and this play)
should still interest those scholars studying war and literature in the
English Renaissance. Despite its shortcomings, all in all, this
collection is a valuable one, if only for the fact that it points out the
sparseness of Titus criticism. Kolin has performed well in the face of
such adversity.

—Kathi A. Vosevich
TITAN Client/Server Technologies

Walt Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography. David S.
Reynolds. New York: Knopf, 1995. $30.00.

The past ten years have seen a renewed interest in what Walt
Whitman described as the lunar light of his poems, the ways in
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which Leaves of Grass reflects the “light” of the culture in which it
was written. David Reynolds Walt Whitman’s America: A
Cultural Biography may very well be the culmination of this
scholarly trend, for while previous studies have focused on
Whitman's politics, sexuality, working-class loyalties, and
immersion in print culture, the comprehensiveness of Reynolds’
work both benefits from and supersedes that of his predecessors.
Like Whitman's own expansive poetic self, the book’s discussion of
19th-century America “contains multitudes;’ and its subjects range
from Horace Mann's theories of education to the emergence of an
American school of acting with Junius Brutus Booth’s performance
of Richard III.

Although relatively brief, Reynolds’ treatment of the Civil War
provides a valuable perspective on Whitman's personal and literary
responses to the conflict. Throughout the 1850s, the poet feared the
Union's break-up, and as scholars have frequently illustrated, the
early editions of Leaves of Grass attempt to resolve the various
moral and constitutional dilemmas facing antebellum America.
With the outbreak of war, however, Whitman became an
enthusiastic supporter of the Union cause, believing, like Lincoln,
that such a trial would purge the nation of its iniquities. Poems such
as “Beat! Beat! Drums!” and “First O Songs for a Prelude” celebrate
the war’s capacity to meld America’s individual citizens into a
regimented, national whole.

Where Reynolds' work is most valuable, however, is in his
discussion of the two years Whitman spent in Washington DC
during the war. After learning that his brother George had been
wounded at Fredericksburg, Whitman traveled south to find him,
thus beginning the poet’s ten-year residence in the nation’s capitol.
Bringing oranges, candy, and small gifts of money, Whitman was a
tireless visitor to the army’s hospital wards, offering comfort to
wounded Union soldiers and even assisting their doctors and
nurses. Many of the letters Whitman wrote home for these soldiers
survive today, and they provide a compelling record of the poet’s
literally becoming the voice of his people. While Whitman'’s loving
devotion to many of these young men has provoked much inquiry
into his sexuality, Reynolds provides an important context for
understanding how intense same-sex friendships were widely






























