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God is dead. A world has collapsed. I am dynamite. World history has broken into two halves. There is a time before me. And a time after me. Religion, science, morality—phenomena originating in the fear of primitive peoples. An era collapses. A thousand-year culture collapses. . . . The world reveals itself to be a blind battle of forces unbound.


Man lost his celestial face, became matter, conglomerate, animal, an insane product of thoughts twitching abruptly and insufficiently. . . . And another element collided destructively and menacingly with the desperate search for a new order in the ruins of the past world: mass culture in the modern metropolis. Complex the thoughts and sensations assailing the brain, symphonic the feelings. Machines were created, and took the place of individuals. . . . A world of abstract demons swallowed individual expression, swallowed individual faces into towering masks, engulfed private expression, robbed individual things of their names, destroyed the ego and agitated oceans of collapsed feelings.


Hugo Ball, “Kandinksy,” 1917
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Introduction: 1,567 Days


ON AUGUST 10, 1920, AT NINE-THIRTY IN THE MORNING, THIRTY-SEVEN-year-old singer Mamie Smith and her musicians arrived at a recording studio close to New York’s Times Square. Crowded around the large horn of the recording machine, they began improvising their way into “Crazy Blues,” a song written for the occasion. Again and again they played, riffing and refining as they went. Perry Bradford, the pianist, remembered: “As we hit the introduction and Mamie started singing it gave me a lifetime thrill to hear Johnny Dunn’s cornet moaning those dreaming blues and Dope Andrews making some down-home slides on his trombone, while Ernest Elliott was echoing some clarinet jive along with Leroy Parker sawing his fiddle in the groove. Man, it was too much for me.”1


The blues dealt with disappointed love—how could it be otherwise? Smith sang with raw grief in her powerful alto voice as clarinet, violin, and trombone sighed and groaned alongside her, the musicians fortified by a steady supply of bootleg gin and blackberry juice. After thirteen takes and eight hours of work the musicians declared themselves satisfied with the result. They were tired and happy, in something of a collective trance. They saw out the day over plates of black-eyed peas and rice at Mamie’s apartment.


Smith had left the grim Cincinnati neighborhood where she grew up and made a reputation for herself in vaudeville theater in Harlem before beginning to appear in bars and speakeasies. It was a life at the edge, but it had its rewards. Her expressively dark and flexible voice soon brought her a local following, and eventually even the great Victor label became interested in making a record with her. They eventually dropped the idea, however, ostensibly on artistic grounds, but more probably out of fear. Smith was black, and southern customers in particular had warned record firms that they would boycott their products if they began to record and credit black artists on their discs. Finally a smaller firm, the OKeh Phonograph Company, had decided to defy the threats and give Mamie a chance. She had recorded her first blues song, “That Thing Called Love,” on Valentine’s Day 1920 with an all-white band of musicians, a compromise solution. No other African American had ever recorded a blues song before.


“That Thing Called Love” had done well for the company, and for the second record Smith was allowed to play with her regular band. When she had heard of the decision, she broke into a spontaneous dance of joy. Now, after a long day’s recording, the second record, “Crazy Blues,” was ready for pressing and distribution. It would sell seventy-five thousand copies in Harlem alone in just one month. Throughout the United States, sales soon topped one million—a historic achievement, and not just for a black artist. Only star tenor Enrico Caruso and Al Jolson’s hit song “Swanee” sold more that year.


What made Mamie Smith’s recording success so phenomenal was that both white and black households were buying “Crazy Blues.” Something new had happened. Classical singers such as Caruso and professional crooners such as Jolson had begun to carry a more popular repertoire into people’s lives, but always in a form as shiny and carefully arranged as Jolson’s brilliantined hair. By contrast, Smith’s singing conveyed unvarnished emotion. A whole culture found its voice in hers. She combined the bellow of a street hawker and the vocal punch of an angry washerwoman with the sorrow of centuries of humiliation and a young woman’s sheer lust for life. It was not the first time popular singers had sung with such raw sassiness, of course, but it was the first time such a performance had been recorded. The voice of the down-and-dirty people came into the polite living rooms of the middle and upper classes, and young listeners in particular decided that it spoke for them, too.


As Mamie Smith was riding a wave of success as “Queen of the Blues,” other black artists broadened the appeal of jazz in the United States and beyond. Jazz was much, much more than danceable tunes. It was the child of slavery and speakeasies, the inspiration for indecency and irresponsibility, acoustic subversion, the musical infiltration of lives lived at the margins into the center of society. In America, young black musicians such as Louis Armstrong, Jelly Roll Morton, Sidney Bechet, Bessie Smith, and Duke Ellington were often restricted to segregated or illegal clubs and bars. In Europe, which was still reeling from the nightmare of the First World War, they toured the great cities and were welcomed as heralds of a new age. Jazz somehow embodied everything that had changed, and more: it embodied the fact that nothing was the same now as it had been in 1914.


Jazz became the soundtrack of an age, the incendiary charge flung into society, igniting tensions, stoking sensuality, and sapping the old order. Even the Nazis would pay tribute to the power of its message by fighting a culture war against “degenerate nigger jazz,” wary of its immense pull and eloquence yet unable to replace it with anything but cheerily sterilized swing music, military marches, and Viennese waltzes corrupted into vehicles of National Socialist feeling. But they never felt safe. Syncopation, it seemed, was lurking in every corner.


A paradox lies at the heart of this image of an all-new world suddenly risen from the war. As I have argued in The Vertigo Years: Change and Culture in the West 1900–14, the great shift into the modern age did not spring full-blown out of the trenches of the Western Front; rather, many of its elements were already in place well before 1914. Mass societies, consumerism, mass media, urbanization, big industry and big finance, feminism, psychoanalysis, the theory of relativity, abstract art, and atonal music all predate the beginning of the war. So why did the world suddenly seem so much more modern? Why is it that far more than a single decade seems to separate the fashions, social mores, and moral outlook of, say, 1913 and 1923?


Perhaps this apparent paradox can be resolved by another one. The First World War is generally accepted to represent a radical break for the societies concerned, followed by a new beginning. This assumption of a sudden rupture may appear to explain why the world looked different after 1918, but when studying the period one is struck time and again by the great forces of continuity originating around 1900, traversing the war years, and reaching far into the future.


In the epigraph at the beginning of this book the German poet Hugo Ball draws the apocalyptic scenario of a world ending, a “blind battle of forces unbound.” Ball was writing in 1917, and while his poetic analysis appears to fit the interwar period after the supposed rupture of 1918, he is actually describing life before 1914. Even at the turn of the twentieth century, metropolitan areas had already become battlegrounds of modernity, about which he could remark: “The world became monstrous, uncanny, the relationship with reason and convention, the yardstick vanished. . . . The science of electrons caused a strange vibration in all surfaces, lines and forms.”2


The warlike scenario of city life evoked here is strikingly similar to reports by soldiers from the front in the Great War—a hellish place of machines and technology, of constant threat and individuality annihilated, a place ruled by abstract demons. Ball himself had volunteered for military service but had been classed as unfit for service. His only direct confrontation with life at the front came when he went to visit a wounded friend near Lunéville in late 1914. What he saw behind the front lines was deeply shocking to him, and as his lecture three years later made clear, he identified the existential rift and the historical rupture with the “electric tingling” of modernity and its supreme expression: the fascination and danger of life in the big city.3


Even before 1914 new machines, scientific inventions, and industrial processes had been transforming the lives of city dwellers—and, to a lesser degree, those of people in the countryside. The denizens of the growing urban agglomerations had already come to rely on mass transportation, mass-produced goods, food imported from across the globe, work in factories and offices, newspapers and cinema, and everyday technologies such as condoms, which were made from vulcanized rubber and which facilitated easier and less risky access to sex. These technological possibilities changed not only daily lives but also the sense of self of those living in this way.


The social consequences and the possibilities created by these technological changes began to transform all aspects of life. Within less than a generation, many aspects of life such as entertainment, education, and travel had become more democratic; women had demanded equal rights and were fighting for them; and workers were increasingly organized and ready to defend their interests through trade unions and strikes. To those at the bottom, life in the metropolis was miserable, but those who were already one rung up—those who had enough to eat and a roof over their heads—profited from access to cheaper goods, cheaper food, and more possibilities for learning about and encountering different people, places, cultures, and perspectives, even if only through cinema shorts, badly reproduced photographs in a newspaper, and a weekend third-class railway outing for the family.


The world had grown, and it had accelerated. Clocks, conveyor belts, timetables, telegrams, and telephones sped up daily life; racing cars, bicycles, planes, and even trains and ships dominated the news as new records were set and then broken every day in a contest between human mechanical ingenuity and nature. Machines extended human abilities beyond most people’s dreams.


The headlong rush of history had also caused deep anxieties. On a philosophical level, writers of various political stripes ranging from the fanatical and self-hating anti-Semite Otto Weininger to the left-leaning humanist Émile Zola all emphasized the point that modernity was devouring its children, that virtue and dignity were being swallowed by the rootless, internationalized, capitalist, mass-produced life of the big city. On a societal level, the newly awakened self-confidence of disenfranchised groups such as women, workers, and people subjected to racial discrimination rebelled against their exclusion. From the colonies of all major powers came a growing wave of civil rights agitation, national pride, violent protests, and civil disobedience; from women came the campaigns of the suffragettes and the strident analysis of writers such as Rosa Mayreder, who declared traditional masculinity obsolete; and from workers came an increasing ideological and individual commitment to revolution.


This social and intellectual upheaval caused a multitude of reactions, most important those among men who saw their masculinity threatened by the changing patterns of power and by a personal and professional life marked by increasing speed and insecurity. Those who could not cope with the new demands were declared “neurasthenics” and sent to mental hospitals to recuperate away from the constant haste of city life. Others sought refuge in rituals of masculinity such as bodybuilding and a cult of health and fitness. Uniforms were in fashion, and more duels were being fought than ever before, while small advertisements in newspapers from Chicago to Berlin asked their readers to consider whether they might be suffering from a secret “manly weakness” or from “nervous exhaustion,” and proposed tinctures and electric baths to stimulate virility.


For many men, the outbreak of the war was therefore a welcome opportunity to turn their backs on the “effeminate” and virilitysapping ways of city life and conquer not only enemy territory but manliness itself. As the first enthusiastic soldiers volunteered in Munich and Manchester, Linz and Lyon, their ears were ringing with sermons, lessons, and public exhortations to follow the noble call of the fatherland and find death or glory on the battlefield of honor, where they would engage in a holy fight, blessed by the Lord, that pitted man against man, saber against saber, courage against courage. For many, the war seemed the ideal remedy for life in a soulless modern world.


The enthusiasm at the outbreak of the war in the summer of 1914, what is in German simply called the “August experience,” is one of the factors often used to portray the years before 1914 as naive and all too willing to rush to war. To some extent that was certainly the case. But this is only half the story, a half told and retold countless times until very recently, partly because it fitted the narrative of a war-crazed German emperor and an out-of-control military caste plunging all of Europe into misery.


Recent research paints a more nuanced picture. There was indeed enthusiasm, and there is abundant evidence for this, mainly because the most enthusiastic—often young men from middle-class backgrounds—were precisely the kind of people who were likely to leave evidence in the form of letters, diaries, poems, and memoirs. This image, however, ignores the opposition to the war coming from workers and farmers on all sides (the former because their families would go hungry and they saw the war as a capitalist plot, the latter because their fields would be left untended), and it disregards the large, usually socialist peace demonstrations in Paris, Berlin, and London, as well as the many voices declaring their shock and predicting a catastrophic end to the war even as early as August 1914.


The enthusiasm of the summer of 1914 has become a received historical truth, but that truth chooses to forget the extent to which the myth of the “August experience” was a conscious creation. More than two hundred thousand copies of the Kriegsbriefe deutscher Studenten (War Letters by German Students), a highly selective and propagandistic work of retrospective hero worship published in 1916 by Philipp Wittkop in Germany, were in circulation by the time Hitler came to power, and its popularity still informs the common assumption that soldiers as well as entire societies went into the war with feverish enthusiasm.


While many soldiers headed into battle torn between worry for themselves and their families, resentment at being forced to fight for a cause that was not theirs, and genuine enthusiasm for the gloriously dangerous life of a soldier and the “bath of steel” that would make them real men, their actual experience was worse than anything they might have feared. The highest hopes of heroism were dashed by the reality of mechanized warfare, in which soldiers sat in waterlogged trenches, watching their feet rot away, amid the stench of bodies decaying in no-man’s-land, waiting, waiting, waiting, until at some random moment a shell would come out of the sky, hurled by a gun miles away, and obliterate all life with cruel indifference to courage and patriotism.


 


Modernity at War


THE FIRST WORLD WAR had many fronts, from Gallipoli in Turkey to the Isonzo River in the Alps, the terrible slaughter in eastern Europe, and satellite conflicts in the colonies. But the front experience that most clearly seared itself into the popular imagination of western European and American soldiers and societies was the Western Front, stretching between France and Belgium. This was where most of their troops were committed, and this was the scene of the most technologized, mechanized warfare humanity had seen to date. A moonlike wasteland cratered by hundreds of thousands of shells and scarred by trenches running for thousands of miles, this was modernity unhinged. Everything here was mass-produced and standardized; every human being carried a number and wore a uniform. There was no more mechanized, more industrialized, more rationalized, and at the same time more obviously insane environment than the Western Front, and the armies on all sides were gigantic machines. Men, horses, provisions, ammunition, news, secrets, ideas, and experiences were transported over thousands of miles along sophisticated road, rail, and communications networks to be consumed at their destination. Fighting had become an industrial process rather than an act of personal bravery or even heroism.


During the war countless men, especially those from rural areas, traveled to a foreign country for the first time in their lives. Yet, as soldiers in uniform, they were little more than anonymous ciphers and meticulously kept statistics in a monstrous game played between generals and politicians far away. The war had made these men modern, even if many of them resented and even hated this intrusion.


We will explore the hell that was life in the trenches and its psychological cost a little more in Chapter 1. In the present context, that of the dynamism of the vertigo years and the cultural history of technology, it is important that the soldiers’ appalling experience be seen not as a negation of the urban, technological world they had known or had just encountered by enlisting but as an intensification of it. At the front they encountered an overwhelming dystopia of technology run amok, leaving in its wake a trail of mangled corpses.


Before the war, the West had been energized by an unprecedented push of economic growth, industrialization, urbanization, and culture. This combination of velocity and instability had been bearable only because the cultural foundations on which the Western project was built still seemed valid: the idea of progress, a hierarchical concept of society, and ideals such as patriotism, faith, heroic sacrifice, and honor. These pillars of a bourgeois understanding of the world were questioned only by a minority of critics. If, as Max Weber has written, the train of history was hurtling forward and the passengers didn’t know where they were headed, at least the rails appeared relatively solid.


When these rails were blasted apart by the war, the immense energy driving the engine of this prewar dynamic plowed into society itself, and the war turned inward. During the armed conflict the tremendous energies of industrialization and its social and cultural consequences had been concentrated and channeled by patriotism and the need to survive, but in many ways the hostilities had been brought to no resolution. This was true even on a symbolic level. The war had not been won by a final, decisive victory that breached the opponent’s lines and paved the way to the enemy capital, after which the vanquished laid down their swords in front of the victors. Instead, it had been halted by mutual exhaustion, with one side economically weaker than the opposing one, allowing German politicians to claim that the country’s army was “unbeaten in the field” and “never vanquished.” In fact, on all sides there was a pervasive feeling of betrayal among a majority of people whose lives had been touched by the war. The bitter and inconclusive end of the hostilities simply did not seem commensurable with the sacrifices they had made. At the same time, the values of those who had exhorted them to take up arms had been totally discredited. The postwar years were painfully experienced as a moral vacuum.


If there was any one turning point in how Europeans learned to look not only at war and sacrifice but also at Enlightenment rationality, it was the Battle of the Somme, which began on July 1, 1916, and lasted until November 18, killing more than a million men. On the first day alone, having fired 1.5 million shells at the enemy lines during the preceding week, the British Army lost sixty thousand soldiers. This was a battle of unknown and unimaginable proportions, a man-made inferno. Progress had become murderous; the Enlightenment had betrayed those who had put their trust in it. But as the full scale of the industrialized slaughter became obvious, so did the lack of ready alternatives. Patriotism and religion had been enlisted to motivate soldiers, but their rhetoric sounded hollow after untold numbers of men had been mauled and murdered by mere machines. What values were there left to live for? This would become a crucial question during the ensuing years.


There was no time to sit and ponder, however. In the war’s aftermath, the immense energies of modernity continued to transform the countries of the West along the same axes as before, while political and economic crises greatly added to the prevailing sense of insecurity and anxiety. But now the optimism about technology had been crushed, the idea of a glorious and uninterrupted march of progress lay in ruins, and faith in the values underpinning society had been profoundly shaken. The great technological transformation continued unabated, but its conflicts changed in character. As the guns fell silent, battles raged on as many societies found that they were at war with themselves.


While much of the surface evidence of life after the war suggests radical change, this is actually due to the catalytic effect of accelerating a modernity that was already well established. The great social and industrial forces that had made life in the first years of the 1900s feel so vertiginous continued to exert their influence on societies and individuals. New Deal America, Weimar Germany, fascist Italy, and the early Soviet Union were all expressions of, or reactions against, the industrially driven and increasingly technologized mass societies that had already reigned in cities during the early 1900s. And the era’s intellectual preoccupations—the superman, the irrational, the masses, race, health, and purity—all continued debates that had been raging long before the young Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip raised his gun against Archduke Franz Ferdinand in the summer of 1914.


To those with eyes to see, the war revealed the powers and structures that had been constituted by 1914. Even the conservative German writer Ernst Jünger penned a surprisingly Marxist analysis of his experiences at the front: “The war battle is a frightful competition of industries, and victory is the success of the competitor that managed to work faster and more ruthlessly. Here the era from which we come shows its cards. The domination of the machine over man, of the servant over the master, becomes apparent, and a deep discord, which in peacetime had already begun to shake the economic and social order, emerges in a deadly fashion. Here the style of a materialistic generation is uncovered, and technology celebrates a bloody triumph.”4


This bloody triumph not only was the face of mass death in the trenches but also signaled another, deeper defeat: that of man by machine. Already a reality before the war but perceived as such only by a minority of farsighted observers, the machine age had asserted itself with its full, brutal force. The young men fighting in the trenches aged by years in a matter of weeks precisely because they understood that everything they had come to fight for, everything they had believed in, was a myth; it remained truth only for schoolmasters hopelessly out of touch with the brutal reality of their lives. The soldiers would not forget this lesson.


From now on, it seemed, most men and women would be the slaves of machines constructed to create the wealth of others, a theme recurring throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the best-known examples being films such as Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1926) and Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936). “Ideas belong to human beings who have bodies,” wrote the American philosopher John Dewey in 1927, “and there is no separation between the structures and processes of the part of the body that entertains ideas and the part that performs actions.”5 The war had been won not by human courage, strength, and principled endurance but by impersonal artillery, steely harbingers of industrial death miles behind the front lines. Killing was efficient and impersonal. The victims of shell shock, soldiers reduced to quivering psychological ruins by the incessant shelling at the front, became the troubling emblems of humanity.


This awakening in the disenchanted machine age, amid social unrest and political strife, created a strong sense of nostalgia and a fierce desire to reenchant the world, to find a new great vision that could replace the old and discredited ones, overcome the suffering and humiliation of the war, and point the way into a future in which human beings would subdue the machines and master new challenges with clean minds and healthy bodies. This ideology would also be the answer to the question of how to live in a broken age, how to carry on when all values remembered from home and school and rehearsed in speeches and essays seemed to have been unmasked as cynical mass manipulation.


The relationship of man and machine is one of the recurring themes of this book. Culturally, there is an arc from the trauma of the shell-shocked soldiers coming home from the Western Front with limbs shaking and twitching uncontrollably, the ultimate image of human impotence in the face of the machine age’s threats, to the superhuman and steeled bodies of Fascism and Bolshevism, answers of a sort to the pervasive fears that mere flesh had become a distant second to gleaming metal. It was not for nothing that Hitler would call for Germany’s youth to be “hard as Krupp steel.”


 


Awakenings


ONLY 1,567 DAYS, from the beginning of the war on August 20, 1914, to the armistice on November 11, 1918, separated two seemingly very different worlds from each other. After the last shells had been rained down on unseen enemies, people emerged, blinking, into a harsh sun illuminating the debris around them. Four mighty empires—those of Austria-Hungary, Germany, Russia, and the Ottomans—had vanished from the map, robust economies had been ground into the dust, and political stability had been turned into civil war.


Particularly in Europe, this bleak beginning was accompanied by a deep sense of disorientation and anger toward a treacherous past and a contested future. The old order, the old values, and the old elites had all failed and no valid new ones had yet been established. In the wake of humanity’s biggest slaughter, the value of rationality was being questioned. The experience of technology and modernity in people’s lives had been intensified by the war, but the traumatic memories of the catastrophic events of 1914–1918 became so dominant that they solidified into national war myths—stories of heroism, sacrifice, and betrayal serving the needs of the living and turning the victims into insurmountable psychological obstacles between the present and the past.


Amid the bitterness and the urgency of the postwar years, jazz burst onto the scene like a liberating blast. In a time when anarchy and the loss of conventions had become often threatening realities, the freedom of this music and its offhand disdain for the conventional beauty of highly polished music were the ideal reply, the affirmation that expression and fulfillment were still possible.


Jazz offered new idioms for ancient questions. The infectious rhythms and electrifying improvisations of dance forms such as swing liberated listeners’ feelings and bodies, while repetitive, trancelike blues laments bewailed the disillusionment and disappointment of love and of life itself. Hard on the heels of such pain came something fast, fun, and furious, a celebration of life, movement, sex, and freedom, moving the souls and feet of those who felt too young to succumb to disillusionment and asserting their right to live. The Jazz Age with its flappers in the United States, the Bright Young Things in Britain, and the androgynous, fun-loving girls and boys in the bars of Berlin and the cellar joints of Paris was a spontaneous protest against an era that was growing too serious, a time that seemed either devoid of hope or inflated with utopian dreams by the partisans of left and right.


No dictatorship has ever approved of jazz. People who drink and dance together and feel their partner’s moving body on the dance floor simply find it more difficult to hate one another. Close dancing may be the best inoculation against ideology. The dictators of the age—and there were significant movements supporting dictatorship in all Western countries during the interwar years—sought to channel the hopes and energies of those courageous enough to live another day. Their promises were new versions of old religious visions. The former seminarian Stalin and the lapsed Catholic Hitler (who was never excommunicated) promised their followers a new Jerusalem, while Mussolini spoke of a new Rome. All of them preached versions of the gospel of the new man, a pseudo-Nietzschean creature so glorious and strong that he could vanquish all enemies and even technology itself to live in a future world of health and purity.


This shining city on the hill stood in stark contrast to the political realities of Europe after the war, an era designated as peacetime by the signatories of the Treaty of Versailles but in reality a state more akin to civil war and political uncertainty. In Germany alone between 1918 and 1923, more than five thousand people were killed as a result of political violence. And while other countries were not as deeply unsettled, there were also large-scale and sometimes murderous political unrest, violent strikes, rioting, and coups d’état in Italy, Austria, England, Ireland, Hungary, France, and Portugal, to say nothing of the proxy war fought after 1936 between fascists and socialists in Spain. From this perspective it is both more helpful and more accurate, as some historians have suggested, to speak of the period between 1914 and 1945 as Europe’s second Thirty Years’ War.


The United States seemed to be isolated from these direct consequences of the war; however, here the effects were comparable in their profound power but more mediated. There had been no battles on US soil; the country had lost fewer soldiers, both in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population, than other major powers; and the country’s economy was buoyed up by wartime production, sales of raw materials and other goods to Allied powers, and a weakening of its former competitors on the international market.


But in the United States as elsewhere, the modernity of the war transformed societies in subtle but powerful ways, working on the social and cultural fault lines within the country and turning combative energies into social ones. Mamie Smith and artists like her showed that a new culture was growing, one that would not have asserted itself, or would only have asserted itself much more slowly, without the war and the changes it brought for African Americans. Black troops had distinguished themselves in France and experienced a new respect, and they carried this attitude back home. At the same time, African American workers had taken the factory jobs of white workers who had been called up by the army. Hundreds of thousands of southern blacks had migrated to the northern industrial cities, and they were there to stay. On the back of this grew the Harlem Renaissance and a thriving jazz culture, but what also emerged was a period of increased racial hatred, with lynchings in the South and race riots in the cities of the North.


 


Currents and Causalities


APPROACHING THIS PERIOD of wars turned inward and its parallel and overlapping currents of fear and hope, alienation, escape, and engagement, I have chosen to investigate it through exemplary episodes designed to build up a picture out of individual components that are interlinked in many ways, often by the sense of conflict, of a war continuing not on the battlefield but in people’s heads. Protagonists appear in various contexts; cultural movements and social realities, great art and great atrocities create a picture of the evolving mind-set of a rudderless time caught between hope and despair, between reconstruction and revolution.


At the heart of this history of attitudes and strategies deployed throughout the interwar years are not politicians and armies but perceptions, fears, and wishes, ways of dealing with the trauma of the war, with the energies released by industrialization, with the confusing and exhilarating identities that became possible in an industrial mass society, especially once the old values had been shattered.


Trying to capture the different resonances of past and present, this account explores the period away from its familiar great historical milestones. The chapter focusing on 1919 is not devoted the peace negotiations leading to the Treaty of Versailles, the 1923 chapter not to German hyperinflation, the one on 1929 not to the Great Crash, 1933’s chapter not to Hitler’s ascent to power. Instead, I have chosen less obvious and more varied themes that form a mosaic of perspectives and identities growing and evolving over time, from the initial shock of the postwar era to the growing tension after 1929, which rapidly turned into a prewar time. The chapters explore the plight of veterans and the rise of fascism, the world of speakeasies during Prohibition and a rebellion of Russian sailors, the rise of African American culture in Harlem and the discovery of galaxies beyond the Milky Way, the surrealists in Paris and evolution on trial in rural Tennessee, the doomed International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War and a historic concert in Vienna.


Dealing with the charged and changing time between 1900 and 1914, The Vertigo Years was based on a thought experiment: namely, to imagine that we could look at this period without the shadow of the impending First World War, without a narrow teleology. The portrait that emerged was of a time full of contradictions, optimism, friction, and vertiginous speed, looking into an open future. For the interwar period this experiment would not yield any similarly interesting results, because there was always the threat of another war, or rather of the same large conflict erupting again.


The war in 1939 did not come as a great surprise to many people. It had been predicted ever since the Treaty of Versailles had locked Germany into a state of permanent crisis. In Paris in 1919, the young Spanish portraitist José Simont was commissioned to draw the president of the Chambre des Députés, Paul Deschanel, who had been involved in the negotiation of the treaty that had officially ended the war. Deschanel would be elected president of France the following year, but for the time being he chatted with the artist who was engaged in drawing him. When Simont asked him what he thought of the Treaty of Versailles, Deschanel’s analysis was succinct: “Nous venons de signer la deuxième guerre mondiale—we have just signed on to the Second World War.”


Deschanel’s pessimistic analysis of Versailles was echoed by the influential British economist John Maynard Keynes as well as others. The demands of the victorious Allies had cast Europe off balance. In particular, French president Georges Clemenceau had insisted on imposing high reparations on an already ruined Germany; while this may have appeared morally just, a country that was the central power and economic engine of the continent should not have been allowed to become unstable and teeter on the brink of revolution. The inbuilt fragility of Germany’s young republic bore terrible dangers for the future.


In his great novel The Man Without Qualities, written mostly during the early 1920s, Robert Musil describes Vienna before the war. The ostensible plot for this comedy of morals is an attempt by a group of Habsburg officials and intellectuals to sum up the age and find a fitting tribute for the seventy-year anniversary of the emperor’s reign, coming up in 1918. This grand effort, called the “Parallel Campaign,” is an utter failure, however, because nobody is sure what, if anything, unifies the age, or which of the many ideologies, worldviews, and scientific achievements deserves precedence over all others. After a thousand pages and scores of grand projects and profound plans, all that remains is a modest procession in favor of world peace, with participants in traditional dress.


Musil’s novel is set during the year before the war, but the confusion at its heart also describes the atmosphere of hostility during the postwar years. Amid the continuing seismic realignment of social and intellectual positions, there was no firm ground to be had, no grand unifying cause behind which everyone could rally. The surge of the new, the experience of modernity, was too replete with confusing possibilities to allow any one of them to impose itself. Consequently, the protagonist of the novel, a man called Ulrich, cannot decide what to do with his life.


As the Parallel Campaign gradually breaks apart and becomes a parody of its original ambitions, the cautious rationalist Ulrich becomes aware that all great promises are almost always false. Writing about the year 1914, Musil was commenting on the world a decade later, a world that had suffered a collective experience that appeared to have changed everything but was still pulsating with the currents and energies released during the first decade of the twentieth century—energies that continue to shape our lives today.




 


PART I


[image: images]


POSTWAR




A generation that still drove to school in horse-drawn carriages suddenly stood under the open sky in a landscape in which nothing but the clouds had remained unchanged, and in the center, in a force field of destructive currents and explosions, the tiny, fragile human body.


—Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller,” 1936







 


· 1918 ·


Shell Shock




Rumour had it that the constant twitching and jerking and snorting was caused by something called shell-shock, but we were not quite sure what that was. We took this to mean that an explosive object had gone off very close to him with such an enormous bang that it had made him jump high in the air and he hadn’t stopped jumping since.





—Roald Dahl, Boy, 1984


[image: images]


CAMPBELL WILLIE MARTIN WAS ONE OF THE LUCKY ONES. HE WAS alive. He had escaped from hell after little more than a year and, despite having been wounded twice, had lost no limb. He had been a good soldier. Born in London in 1895 to a policeman and his wife, in October 1914, at age twenty-nine, he had enlisted as a volunteer private in the Royal Fusiliers, and had made lance corporal in early 1916. By then he was already serving on the Western Front, in the midst of slaughter on an industrial scale.


Then, on July 16 of that year, having been pinned down in a trench for hours during severe shelling, Martin lost consciousness. The next day, when his trench was hit by a shell, he saw eight of his comrades die in the explosion, and he lay buried under debris for an entire night before he was rescued. As a result of this, according to his personnel file, the “following day [he] felt very queer muscular tremor set in[,] a fit of crying[,] follow[ed] by loss of consciousness for some hours.”


 


[image: images]


Nameless horror: The German artist Otto Dix transformed his wartime experiences into powerful evocations of life and death in the trenches.


Lance Corporal Martin was found to be suffering from “shell shock,” as the doctors had come to name this trauma from exposure to artillery fire and the sight of violent death, and he was graded at 25 percent disability—enough to be sent back to England for treatment at a specialized hospital. Again he was lucky: initially, the men exhibiting such symptoms had been treated as malingerers. Some had been simply sent back to the trenches, while others had been on the receiving end of an old-fashioned kind of treatment that the older officers in particular had hoped would stem the tide of the new phenomenon:




They were apt to be rather stern. I remember one man came in, big chap, six footer, and he was shaking with a shell-shock and I was amazed, the colonel lifted his heavy stick and hit him across the head on his—he had his tin hat on—hit him across the head to give him another shock and he used the words “you’re a bloody fool, pull yourself together.” But that couldn’t put the man right and he could see he really had gone beyond, so of course he was taken care of and he went down. But they tried sometimes to give them a type of reverse shock, you see, to try and reverse the process but it rarely worked.1





Some soldiers who had not responded to this old-fashioned method and who had run away, refused to “go over the top,” or simply broken down and hidden in the muddy trenches had been court-martialed for cowardice. More than three hundred “deserters,” from Britain and elsewhere in that country’s empire, were executed in a miserable dawn ritual, many of them unable to stand upright, shaking and quivering even as they were bound to a wooden post to be shot by their own comrades.2


But by late 1916, with the war intensifying and the terrible weapons of the new century—machine guns, poison gas, and huge artillery capable of firing over distances of twenty miles in bombardments that could last for days—the British military and medical establishments had been forced to reconsider. That year’s appalling four-month Battle of the Somme had resulted in more than a million casualties, and of those who emerged alive from the waterlogged trenches, many had suffered major psychological damage. Among the British forces alone, thirty thousand men were showing symptoms of the strange new condition that rendered them useless as soldiers and an ongoing burden to their units. Reluctantly the authorities began to accept that a man might be severely impaired even when he seemed to be physically unharmed, and soon these mental casualties were arriving at military hospitals by the tens of thousands.


Campbell Willie Martin was among them, and he was to remain hospitalized until after the end of the war. He is described as having been excitable and suffering from insomnia, severe headaches, recurrent panic, memory loss, and a persistent tremor in his hands. Though the doctors noted his “good physique . . . tongue clean, teeth fair,” as late as 1920 his level of disability was still being graded at 20 percent; it had improved only a little since his first admission.


 


Unspeakable, Godless, Hopeless


MARTIN’S PATIENT FILE is one of thousands pulled from Britain’s National Archives, where they are still preserved; as shell shock went, his case was not particularly severe. Contemporary film footage reveals soldier after soldier reduced to a quivering wreck by the inhumanity of what he has experienced. Faces are grotesquely distorted, etched with a permanent anguish; limbs shake or jerk violently, uncontrollably; a soldier recoils, panic-stricken, at the sight of another man in uniform. In the imaginations of these lost men, the bombardment has clearly never stopped.


These were the living debris of the Great War. In Britain alone, fully 10 percent of the officers and 7 percent of the ranks were eventually diagnosed with shell shock, with some thirty-seven thousand awarded war pensions on account of it. The military doctors had learned early how to deal with the physically wounded, with legs and arms blown off or stretched out for amputation, eyes blinded by gas and eardrums burst by explosions, and faces ruined by ghastly disfigurements—but with the shell shock cases, there were no evident outward wounds.


Some of the worst cases were treated at Netley Hospital in London, among them Private Meek, confined to a wheelchair, shuddering convulsively, oblivious to the orderlies trying to relax his rigid joints; Private Preston, nineteen years of age, who had returned from the trenches mute and unable to understand any word but “bomb,” at the mention of which he would dive under his hospital bed in a fit of terror; Private Smith, buried alive by shellfire in August 1917, walking stiffly, as if on wooden legs, wiping his face compulsively, as if to wash away the mud and the slime of the decomposing bodies that had surrounded him; Sergeant Peters, his spine distorted, his legs shuddering, making a dangerous farce of his every attempt to walk. Broken men, all of them.


Embarking as heroes and saviors of a nation’s freedom, they had returned as pitiful survivors of an inhuman reality. In a 1917 letter to his wife, Margaret, the English painter Paul Nash, then stationed on the Western Front near Ypres, had described the awful scene:




No pen or drawing can convey this country. . . . Sunset and sunrise are blasphemous, they are mockeries to man, only the black rain out of the bruised and swollen clouds all through the bitter black of night is fit atmosphere for such a land. The rain drives on, the stinking mud becomes more evilly yellow, the shell holes fill up with green-white water, the roads and tracks are covered with inches of slime, the black dying trees ooze and sweat and the shells never cease. . . . It is unspeakable, godless, hopeless.3





Soldiers home on leave from this monstrous reality often found themselves more frustrated than relieved. Having lived in an ongoing butchery that had come to seem senseless, having slept alongside unburied corpses and witnessed friends and comrades ripped apart by the random, anonymous destruction of a shell fired from miles away, having lost trust in old faiths and respect for their superiors, and having come to doubt the justice of their national cause, they returned home to a world dominated by patriotic rhetoric and the wisdom of armchair warriors who continued to regard the war as just and as an opportunity for heroism and manly combat—in effect, as a kind of operetta war, a view that took no account of the savage reality and merely added insult to terrible injury. As early as 1915, a journalist for the leftist Labour Leader, a newspaper with pacifist leanings, had described one soldier back from the front: “[He] began laughing, a queer laugh. He went on laughing and I knew it was because the horrors he had been through were so incongruous with his experience of life till then that it seemed a joke.”4


Wilfred Owen’s “shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells” remained with the returning soldiers when they were on leave and even after their final return home. The celebrated war poet, who until 1915 had served as a vicar’s assistant while studying at University College, Reading, became a victim of shell shock himself after his trench position was hit by a mortar. Flung into the air, Second Lieutenant Owen had landed among the dismembered corpses of his comrades killed by the blast. Following this horrific incident, he was trapped for days between the two enemy lines, an experience he relayed to his mother in a letter of January 1917:




I have suffered seventh hell.


I have not been at the front.


I have been in front of it.


I held an advanced post, that is, a dug-out in the middle of No Man’s Land. . . .


My dug-out held 25 men tightly packed. Water filled it to a depth of 1 or 2 feet, leaving say 4 feet of air.


The Germans knew we were staying there and decided we shouldn’t.


Those fifty hours were the agony of my happy life.5





Rescued from his advance post, one of very few survivors, he broke down.


Recuperating at Craiglockhart Hospital in Scotland, haunted by the terrors he had endured, Owen began to cast his experience of the hell that was trench warfare in stark lines of verse. He was inspired by his encounter with another patient, the poet and officer Siegfried Sassoon.


Aristocratic, exotic, handsome, and self-possessed, Sassoon was everything that the modestly born Owen had always longed to be. Wealthy and artistic, Anglo-Catholic on his mother’s side and Baghdadi Jewish on his father’s, educated at Marlborough and Cambridge, Sassoon was imbued with the indestructible self-confidence of the British upper class. He had volunteered on the day war was declared and had distinguished himself at the front, being awarded the Military Cross for exceptional bravery. But the blue-blooded hero had been sent to Craiglockhart Hospital not because he had been wounded but because he had spoken his mind.


Disgusted with what he had seen during the fighting on the Western Front, in 1917 he had published a protest against the war, using his social contacts to procure a reading for it in Parliament. The previous year, under the wartime Defense of the Realm Act, the philosopher Bertrand Russell, himself an earl and the grandson of a British prime minister, had been dismissed from his fellowship at Trinity College, Cambridge, for publishing a statement of conscientious objection to the war. Russell had hoped to garner public support by being sent to prison, though as it turned out he had only to pay a fine.


For Sassoon, however, a serving officer, the stakes were much higher. Risking a court-martial and even execution, he had written an impassioned attack against those in authority. “I have seen and endured the sufferings of the troops,” he declared, “and I can no longer be a party to prolonging these sufferings for ends which I believe to be evil and unjust. . . . On behalf of those who are suffering now, I make this protest against the deception which is being practised upon them; also I believe it may help to destroy the callous complacency with which the majority of those at home regard the continuance of agonies which they do not share and which they have not enough imagination to realize.”6


There is some evidence of harsher sentencing for men of lower military and social rank, and it does seem that Sassoon’s standing as a war hero and also as a gentleman saved him from a court-martial for treason. Instead of going before the judges—and possibly before a firing squad—he was declared to be suffering from neurasthenia (nervous exhaustion or neurosis) and sent to Craiglockhart Hospital, where he met the younger officer-poet Owen.


 


Dulce et Decorum Est Pro Patria Mori


OWEN FELL IMMEDIATELY under Sassoon’s spell. Inspired by his uncompromising courage, Owen himself began to write about his feelings and experiences in a more straightforward way. In what is perhaps his most famous poem, he combines the terror of a poisonous gas attack with the bitter reflections of his comrades-in-arms, convinced now that they have been led into a slaughterhouse by the mendacious ideals of those who taught them. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, “sweet and fitting it is to die for the fatherland”—this line from Horace was inscribed on a chapel wall at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, and the sentiment had informed the education of generations of young officers in training. To Owen and his fellow veterans, it was no more than a cynical lie, and the line was to be quoted countless times as its own indictment. Owen himself was not to enjoy the literary glory he had wrested from the gas and blood of the Western Front. Volunteering to return to France after his discharge from the hospital, he was killed on November 4, 1918, a week before the armistice.


Owen’s death at the age of twenty-five became symbolic of the fate of his whole generation—the “lost generation,” as it was quickly called, though more in romantic legend than historical truth. The old men who were thought to have cheated the young generation of their hard-won victory and the ideals they had been fighting for were the generals, the politicians, the bosses, portrayed in angry articles and novels as the cynical and incompetent survivors of the Victorian age. They had sent schoolboys to their deaths, making this breed of superior young men reared on the playing fields of Eton believe that this would be a “jolly war”and that they were there to “play the game.” “Lions led by donkeys,” as the German general Erich von Ludendorff had called them, Britain’s young men had been sacrificed on the fields of Flanders for no gain but the old men’s own.


After the war, it was widely felt, the deaths of these young men meant that there was virtually no one left to carry on the work of empire, of industry, of art and science. The great bloodletting resulted in “the embarrassing spectacle of men of minor powers wrestling with major responsibilities” during the interwar years. “There is impoverishment on all levels,” wrote Reginald Pound, himself a volunteer of 1914. Half a century later he would wonder whether the “strong and cultivated intelligences” of the lost generation could have “seen to it that their second-rate would not become our first-rate, or have arrested the decline of moral indignation into unheroic tolerance.”7


Perhaps the best-known literary chronicle of this perceived collapse was Vera Brittain’s 1933 autobiographical novel Testament of Youth, in which the author dramatized the impact of the war on her own life and on those of the people closest to her. From 1915 until the end of the war Brittain had served as a field nurse with the Voluntary Aid Detachment; in 1919, with her fiancé, her only brother, and many university friends now dead, she returned to Oxford, bitterly disillusioned.


Brittain’s purpose in writing the book that was to make her famous was partly to counteract the impression that only men had lived and suffered through the war. “Didn’t women have their war as well?” she asked herself, and then set out to answer the question. How had women experienced the war, and how had they experienced the peace that followed it? “I detached myself from the others,” she wrote, describing the armistice celebrations, “and walked slowly up Whitehall, with my heart sinking in sudden cold dismay. Already this was a different world from the one I had known during four lifelong years, a world in which people would be lighthearted and forgetful. . . . And in that brightly lit, alien world I should have no part.”8


 


Killing Fields


BRITTAIN’S SENSE OF ALIENATION was shared by many of the returning soldiers, particularly those who had served on the Western Front. Even if thousands of letters, diaries, and memoirs prove that the beginning of the war was not accompanied by the wave of collective enthusiasm bordering on hysteria that has often been written about, but instead drew more anxious and ambivalent responses, many young men had gone into the war with a sense of elation. In Europe and America boys in particular were educated to be patriotic and to value manly virtues such as courage, strength, and sacrifice. For many, there were paramilitary institutions such as the Officers’ Training Corps and the Boy Scouts in Britain and the Commonwealth, or the collective drill in Prussian and French schoolyards. There was also testosterone and the hope of battlefield glory.


It was not easy to be a man in 1914. Traditional forms of manliness and social hierarchies had been undermined by industrialization and urbanization. Most factory work could be done by women, too, and life in the big city required working couples to bring home two wages and to have fewer children. New jobs and occupations were hard to reconcile with the ideas previous generations had had of manly virtue. Encased in anonymous buildings and wedged in front of a typewriter, pale from the lack of sunlight and nervous from the constant din of machines in the vicinity, the modern office worker looked nothing like the image of martial virility that had ruled his up-bringing. The feminist writer Rosa Mayreder had even dubbed offices “coffins of masculinity.”9


Feminism was another prewar phenomenon that did much to shake the image of what it meant to be a man. Women demanded the vote, entry into the professions, and places at schools and universities, and they were beginning to play an ever-increasing role in occupations traditionally reserved for men. A tide of male assertion had answered these demands. Scientists had vainly attempted to prove the physical and intellectual inferiority of women, and masculine rituals such as dueling had shown a sharp rise in popularity. But even before the war hundreds of thousands of men had succumbed to this new psychological pressure and fallen victim to “neurasthenia,” a nervous affliction similar to today’s burnout, and had been sent to recuperate in sanatoriums.


Many men had greeted the outbreak of the war as an opportunity to reconquer their questioned manliness, saber in hand, braving the firestorms to reemerge stronger and purified of the dross of weakness and complexity that characterized modern life. Their hopes had been cruelly disappointed, largely because they found themselves fighting the wrong war.


In fact, it was the very lack of real fighting that became a lasting trauma of the war. Previous wars had been decided by battles in which armies advanced against each other in a more or less skillful combination of infantry and cavalry, with artillery playing a supporting role as soldiers launched into close combat. In 1870, during the Franco-Prussian War, nine out of every ten casualties were due to wounds inflicted by bayonets, handguns, and rifles.


At the Western Front this was radically changed. Advances in artillery technology meant that powerful and accurate guns spewing shells weighing hundreds of pounds and packed with explosives, shrapnel, or gas could now be fired from many kilometers behind the front line, and for the soldiers in their trenches, every minute of every day became an agonizing wait. On the German side, where the trenches were extremely well built, two of every three soldiers killed in action died from shelling, not during combat. In the British and French units, this rate reached 75 percent. Conversely, only about 1 percent of fatal injuries on both sides were inflicted by close combat with handguns and bayonets. The soldiers were little more than sitting targets identified by reconnaissance planes and then mercilessly shelled from afar.


For the soldiers, the experience was devastating. During the first battles, as military strategies proved slow to change in the face of automated warfare, soldiers ordered to go over the top hardly stood a chance. With bayonets mounted they ran toward the enemy lines, easy targets for machine guns and artillery fire. In some instances, 80 percent of attackers were killed before reaching the enemy lines.


This dreadful death toll ripped holes not only in battle units but also in families across the world. On July 1, 1916, the very first day of the Battle of the Somme, the British and Newfoundland forces alone sustained almost fifty-eight thousand casualties (including more than nineteen thousand killed), representing some 20 percent of British combatants. The Ulster Division of Irish Protestants who fought with the British on that first day suffered more than five thousand casualties, including more than two thousand dead. And of the 801 men of the Newfoundland Regiment, only sixty-eight could answer the evening roll call, and every one of its officers was wounded or dead.10


Over a six-week period during the battle, ANZAC (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) forces sustained thirty-one thousand casualties, representing for the tiny Dominion of New Zealand a loss of almost 1 percent of its entire population. As historian John Milne has noted, “The British Army’s loss on that one day easily exceeds its battle casualties in the Crimean War, the Boer War and the Korean War combined.”11 The battle also claimed the life of the first American soldier in the First World War: on August 31, along with all the other men of his Royal Artillery battery, San Francisco native Private Harry Butters was killed in a massive barrage of German shellfire.


“Somme,” declared Friedrich Steinbrecher, a German officer at the battle, “the whole history of the world cannot contain a more ghastly word.’” The English Tommies were to dub the debacle more earthily, and the epithet has stuck: in the Anglophone world today, the Somme is still remembered as “the Great Fuck-Up.”


Having entered what they hoped would be a short, cathartic war, most soldiers who did not return were torn apart by bombs, lacerated by shrapnel, assassinated by snipers, choked by gas, or mown down by machine guns, or they perished in no-man’s-land entangled in barbed wire or succumbed to gangrene, infections, typhoid, or other illnesses; as many as half of them died without ever having seen an enemy. Instead, death came out of the blue, suddenly, with devastating power. Verdun was an “academy of cubism,” reflected the French painter Fernand Léger in a letter from the front, describing how around him were sights and scenes too absurd to be believed. “For example, you discover a tree with a chair perched on top of it. Normal people would treat you as a madman if you painted something like this. But here is enough you can simply copy.”12 He was right: a photograph from the front even shows half a horse wedged in the shredded branches of a tree between the trenches.


Soldiers on both sides of the conflict experienced this mechanical apocalypse as a deep betrayal of their bravery and their will to sacrifice themselves for a just cause. Their courage was no match for the industrialized slaughter; their very bodies were transformed into a raw material of death, almost indistinguishable from the grayish-brown mud around them, pounded and churned up so often by shells and grenades that it became transformed into an omnipresent slime reeking of corpses and of human excrement, and swallowing boots and whole bodies like a putrid swamp.


Rescued from this inferno, the helplessly shivering, mute, and emaciated bodies of the shell shock victims turned into wordless indictments of a war in which machines had finally and totally overpowered human beings.


 


A Lost Generation?


AT THE SOMME and elsewhere, the war was particularly lethal to young men from the social elite. On the British side, one-fifth of all Etonians who enlisted were killed, wounded, or listed as missing during the entire war, while the national average of casualties was one in eight men who had enlisted. But we can put an even more precise number on the lost generation: of the 26,529 students from Oxford and Cambridge universities, 4,933 were killed in the war, again roughly one-fifth. Not only was this proportion higher than the national average, but the number of those killed from these two universities alone was also greater than that from all other universities in Great Britain combined (4,920). So roughly ten thousand upper-class young men did not return from the battlefields.


While it may be true that losses among the social elite were around 20 percent, this also means that 80 percent of middle- and upper-class soldiers did return home, and it is also important to remember that 96 percent of the infantry soldiers killed were not officers and not graduates of public schools or leading universities.


But these numbers tell only half the story. Until the war, Britain had a professional army, offering careers for the younger sons of the wealthy and for working-class men with nowhere else to go. Social segregation had been maintained throughout, and much of the population had been shielded from the effects of bloody conflicts such as the Crimean War not only by sheer distance but also by unseen barriers at home. This distance held until the terrible losses among the professional soldiers at the Somme, but soon the decimation of the army meant that new soldiers would have to be found. With the introduction of conscription in 1916, young men throughout society were now affected, and their families with them. In addition to Britain’s dead, 1.7 million men came home with amputated limbs, horrific disfigurements, the lasting effects of shell shock, or other war injuries. British society experienced war as it had never done before.


Despite these numbers, the lost generation is still largely a myth. In fact, with 673,375 dead or missing, according to army figures (just under 1 million if all of the Empire’s forces are included), the British loss of life on the battlefield, though horrific enough, was considerably lower than that of other combatant countries, both in absolute numbers and in terms of relative population. Two million Germans had lost their lives, as did 1.1 million from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 1.8 million Russians, and almost 600,000 Italians—numbers that speak eloquently of the suffering away from the Western Front. Vera Brittain’s own brother, Edward, had been killed fighting at San Sisto Ridge, near Venice.


In proportional terms, the greatest losses by far were incurred by Serbia and by the Ottoman Empire (present-day Turkey). France was the worst-affected Western country, with 1.4 million war dead, representing 3.5 percent of the entire French population and 17 percent of all enlisted soldiers; by comparison, the British figures (excluding Empire forces) were 1.6 and 12 percent, respectively. In fact, the so-called lost generation in Britain was even more numerous than previous generations, since many young men who otherwise would have been lost to emigration, mainly to the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, chose to stay at home, often seeing action but nonetheless surviving the war.


But myths pay little heed to absolute numbers. Britain’s myth of the lost generation concerned specifically the “flower of youth,” the well-educated young men from middle- and upper-class families who were believed to have suffered disproportionately. Here the myth has a basis in fact. Young men of relatively affluent backgrounds were indeed more likely to volunteer, in part because they had imbibed the strongly patriotic rhetoric of their public schools and in part because they were economically more dispensable than working-class youths, whose parents and siblings were partly dependent on their income and who therefore could not simply put down their tools and go off to war.


In addition to this, in a glaring reflection of Britain’s powerful class system, young graduates from “good” public schools or universities were likely to be immediately commissioned as junior officers and sent straight to the front lines with very little training and no experience at all; consequently they were more likely to be killed than the men in the ranks. This was the case even after the introduction of conscription in 1916.


 


Traumatized


THE NOTIONS OF “SHELL SHOCK” and the “lost generation” became deeply embedded in the British memory of the war precisely because they went some way toward explaining the feeling of betrayal and uncomprehending horror that seeped into the national consciousness after 1918. A whole continent felt shell-shocked by the events it had lived through, and the symptoms of former soldiers served as a useful shorthand, a metaphor for collective trauma.


In fact, shell shock, or what we might call today “post-traumatic stress disorder,” was observed not only in Britain but also among soldiers from all parties engaged in the conflict. Germany and Austria (formerly the Austro-Hungarian Empire) had their Kriegszitterer (war shiverers), France its névrosés de la guerre; other countries with soldiers in intensely mechanized theaters of war reported similar cases. Particularly on the Western Front and on the rocky slopes of the Dolomites, in the Italian Alps, where the war had been fought in the inferno of trenches, the minds and bodies of the men subjected to this terror had simply given way under the constant strain. Some of them suffered from disorders that had symbolic force: a young Australian sniper lost the sight in his right eye, used to take aim, while others lost the use of their trigger fingers, as if their bodies had decided to refuse to work against their consciences. Most reported horrible, oppressive dreams coming to haunt them every single night.


Shell shock was new to the medical profession, and it became the reflection of a new, more intensely inhuman way of fighting. In 1919, the pioneering American psychiatrist Elmer Ernest Southard published a collection of case studies of soldiers suffering from shell shock and other injuries that left deep scars, perhaps not on their bodies (many of which were often apparently unhurt) but certainly on their minds. His work was exceptional not only because he was one of the very first specialists to recognize the phenomenon of shell shock in its severity and diversity but also because he took a truly inclusive, international outlook. Here, in the sober medical language of its time, was a catalogue of shattered minds and war-torn bodies, catalogued together with the names of the doctors treating them in their country of origin:




Case 81 (Juquelier and Quellien, May, 1917) [French]


Soldier, shell burst near him, observed in hospital: “He suddenly rose from the bench, made a few steps, seemed to be listening and anxious, as if he ought to be on guard. He looked up, seemed to be looking for something whose noise was approaching, lowered he head, made a slight jerking movement, and said ‘Poum!’ as if to express the noise of an explosion. He took a few more steps, the same movements were repeated, and the same ‘Poum!’ was uttered. This lasted for about a quarter of an hour, during which the patient was unaware of his surroundings.”


“Apples in No-Man’s-Land”


Case 165 (Weygandt, 1915) [German]


A soldier in November, 1914, suddenly climbed out of the trench and began to pick apples from an apple-tree between the firing lines. The idea was to get a bag of apples for his comrades, but he began to pelt the French trenches with apples. He was called back and on account of his strange conduct sent to hospital. Here he was at times given to pressure of speech and restlessness; he would climb the posts of the sleeping room and then loudly declare he wanted to get back to the trenches; he did not want to go back to Germany alive; did not want to live beyond to-morrow; was guilty of a sin; had a spot of sin, Schand [sic; German Schande, “shame”], on his heart.


Case 475 (Purser, October, 1917) [British]


An Englishman, 21, in a rifle regiment, arrived in May, 1915, at the Dublin University V. A. D. Hospital, being dumb, impaired in vision and hearing, having dilated pupils, tremors, restlessness and weakness, and giving the impression of visual hallucinations. Although suspicious, he was treated kindly for a few days, recovered his hearing, and wrote the few things that he remembered about home and the war, now and then tremulously and perspiringly, writing down, “Asylum; do not lock up; I am not mad.”13





Shell-shocked soldiers were dealt with differently in different countries, according to the willingness of the medical establishments to recognize the nature of the phenomenon and to treat it with more or less innovative methods. As an ironic by-product of wholesale slaughter, the treatment of soldiers resulted in enormous advances not only in the production of anatomically correct prosthetics and in cosmetic surgery but also in the treatment of psychological trauma.


The trauma, however, was pervasive and collective. After November 1918, having endured what no one should ever endure and seen what no one should ever see, soldiers on all sides often found the demobilization they had so dreamed of in the field a painful, bewildering, and enraging experience. On their return, many of them felt abandoned in a peaceless postwar existence in which nothing seemed to be as it had been.


The war both revealed profound divisions and opened new ones—between veterans and noncombatants, those on the right and those on the left, the young and the old, those seeking to create a new world and those wishing to restore their idea of an old order. All societies became not only more impoverished but also less cohesive, less hopeful, and more unsettled. Their economies had been shattered (with the exception of the United States), and the societies themselves and their values had been shaken to their very foundations. Toward the end of the war, starting in August 1918, at the very height of the deprivations and the misery, an influenza epidemic swept through the world. This “Spanish flu” killed an estimated 3 percent of the world’s population overall, but the death rate was much higher in the dense and deprived cities of Europe and in the United States. Four hundred thousand died in France alone. The end of the war saw the European countries plunged into a series of potentially devastating emergencies. There was a demographic disaster, a political disaster, and an economic disaster; they all converged in a cultural catastrophe.


 


A Sense of Shock


IF THERE WAS A NEW WORLD in the making, it came out of the lack of understanding of what had taken place and why, out of a sense of shock. What had been familiar before the war appeared to have become strange, what had been understood suddenly incomprehensible. Writing about shell shock victims, the highly respected medical journal The Lancet had commented: “Some men blind, some men dumb, and some crazy, and these all of them MEN, with a newly-earned meaning in the word; for there is a new meaning now in many an old word. We shall want a brand-new Dictionary.”14 But there was no such dictionary, no new and magic method for unlocking the mysteries of a world estranged.


A whole continent shared the mute, uncomprehending horror and the wide-eyed stare of the shell-shocked combatants whose experience had been too much for a human frame to bear. As millions of traumatized soldiers were demobilized and returned home, they found that there was no way of communicating what they had lived through, of understanding what had happened, and why. All they knew was that they had been betrayed and put in harm’s way under false pretenses, that the thrusting, vertiginously energetic, but also fundamentally optimistic world they had inhabited only four years earlier was irrevocably lost.


The pervasive sense of dislocation and betrayal described by victors and vanquished alike was partly due to sheer numbers: Germany alone had to contend with 6 million demobilized soldiers demanding work, in addition to 2.7 million veterans who were permanently crippled. These men returned home with injuries not only to their bodies but to their minds. Most of them never spoke about the war; their children were forbidden to ask.


In France, this sense of loss and betrayal was overwhelming. The country had suffered like no other in western Europe: more than 10 percent of the population were direct casualties of the war, while civilians had also suffered greatly from food shortages, insufficient medical supplies, and the effects of the influenza epidemic. Industrial production had collapsed, as there were too few workers everywhere; in the northwestern part of the country, which had borne the brunt of the fighting, thousands of villages had been reduced to rubble, tens of thousands of businesses had vanished, and the infrastructure lay in ruins. France was deeply in debt and the value of the franc fell by half in the first year after the war.


The difficult economic environment in France was the setting for a generational conflict of particular severity. As elsewhere, particularly in Germany and the United States, for returning French servicemen it was difficult to find their way into civilian life, but even for those who had stayed behind the transition to peacetime was fraught with disappointments and disillusion. A generation of young men had been fed on a diet of patriotic rhetoric, exhorted to die a glorious death and find glory in suffering on the battlefield. Brought up to fight the boche, they found suddenly that the war had ended and their patriotic fervor was no longer desired; now they were supposed to be sober, settled citizens working for the reconstruction of a country that had been severely weakened by its victory and was less self-confident and less influential in the world. The vacuum left by the peace meant that many young Frenchmen lacked an orientation. “Growing up in a lost Europe of blood and hate, amidst demented or terrified men, what direction, what support could our youth find?” one of them, Marcel Arland, would write.15


Many young people discovered that it was difficult to acclimate to the new and unheroic life of peacetime. Before the war, as an adolescent, the French writer Pierre Drieu La Rochelle had dreamed of being strong and athletic, but he had had to accept that he was not cut out to be a sporting hero. Then, on the battlefield, he found himself leading a bayonet charge, having discovered hidden reserves of courage in his reedy, overly refined physique. He relished being a soldier and loved every moment of his experience: modern life, with all its decadent complexities and meaningless pleasures, reduced to killing or being killed. He celebrated war and was dismayed when peace broke out and with it returned the banality of bourgeois life.


Young men such as journalist and writer Jean Prévost were also bitterly disappointed by this shabby peace. “They taught us that only one thing was respectable: to fight,” he wrote. “We accepted the fact that we were inferior to the combatants and that we would spend the rest of our lives admiring them. We despised civilians and had no respect for old men, teachers, women, or ourselves. . . . When the war ended, we assumed that everything would change. We would be happy; we would become a serious people like the Americans.”16 But when peace came, nothing changed. The returning soldiers were not shining heroes to look up to; they were troubled and traumatized, many of them were crippled, and they had little time for the illusions of teenagers eager to look up to someone.


A deep sense of suspicion settled between the veterans and the society they had defended. “What all self-analysts of the post-war generation could agree on was the uniqueness of their experience, their scepticism about pre-war values, their openness to new departures, and their alienation from returning veterans,” writes Robert Wohl in his account of this “generation of 1914.” “Their ambivalence toward returning veterans . . . was also the result of disenchantment. Brought up during the war to admire the men in horizon blue and to worship them as heroes, they found those who returned to be immature, insufficiently serious, and hopelessly old-fashioned in their values. Moreover, they were . . . put off by their apparent preoccupation with death; disappointed by their powerlessness to effect wide-ranging changes in society; and bored by their obsession with the war.”17


The eighteen-year-old Jean Prévost described his disgust at the returning soldiers who were crippled or disfigured. These were not the heroes he had imagined encountering. In Germany and Austria, people’s reactions were often very similar when confronted with those whose physical or psychological injuries were too obvious to be ignored.


These desperate figures were what had been celebrated by so many orators and writers: the conquering heroes of patriotic propaganda, the virile bodies steeled for future greatness in the furnace of war. The war was not what it was supposed to have been. Not only had it annihilated the graceful villages, forests, and meadows of Belgium and northeastern France, scarred the majestic Alpine rockscapes fought over so bitterly between Austrian and Italian units, and bloodied the lands along the Eastern Front, from Riga on the Baltic Sea down to Galicia and Czernowitz in today’s Ukraine, but it had turned men into wrecks, heroes into ghostly accusers. They had been hailed as heroes, but now they were often seen as troublemakers, beggars, carriers of infections both medical and moral, dangerous subversives, ugly reminders of shame and catastrophe.


While most people preferred to look away, the depiction of the ugly face of war and its aftermath was taken up with particular fervor by expressionist artists, whose stark depictions of horror began where documentary photography stopped. Georges Grosz and Otto Dix in particular created canvases filled with the grotesque suffering of the ordinary soldiers, as the officers, monsters in uniform with shaven heads and dead-looking piglike eyes, indulge their obscene, bone-headed obsession with death and honor.


 


For Remembrance


ON JULY 19, 1919, as Britain marked the official end of hostilities with a victory parade, a cenotaph (literally “empty tomb”) of wood and plaster had been erected in Whitehall as a monument to the millions of soldiers whose remains had been unrecognizable and whose mangled and fragmentary bodies lay in anonymous war graves. This Tomb of the Unknown Soldier was eventually replaced with a permanent structure of stone. The Unknown Soldier, a hero without a face, became the face of official remembrance of a catastrophe beyond description and comprehension.


In 1920, in addition to the symbolic cenotaph (which was indeed empty), the remains of an anonymous British combatant were buried at Westminster Abbey. Other countries also quickly erected Tombs of the Unknown Soldier: in Paris under the Arc de Triomphe, in Rome’s grandiose Monumento a Vittorio Emmanuele II, and in the central place of American military memory, Arlington Cemetery.


In Germany, the city fathers of Weimar were prepared to take the nation’s grief right to the country’s spiritual heart, the dwelling place of Goethe, Schiller, and Nietzsche. A 1924 architectural plan envisioned an Ehrenhain, a grove of honor that was to house thousands of soldiers’ graves, constructed on a hillside and sloping gently down behind Goethe’s mythical summer home. A lack of funds prevented the project from being realized.


The ghosts of the soldiers who never returned home received central places of commemoration, foci for communal grief. But they continued to haunt the living, and many aspects of the interwar years are understandable only from the perspective of the trauma, betrayal, and disillusionment suffered during and immediately after the war. Rituals of remembrance could focus the public sense of loss, but even they and the monuments themselves were hotly disputed between political opponents. The social fracturing and fraying that had been briefly subdued during the war now reemerged with even greater force, and the shattered certainties created a powerful longing for great truths and authoritative answers. No feeling is more profoundly disturbing and corroding than that of living a senseless life.


As Europeans struggled to fathom the extent of their loss, new certainties were constructed. One of these was the nostalgic vision of an intact, almost paradisiac world before 1914, which was communicated by films, operettas, novels, and newspapers. So great was the need for some kind of truth and for a strong causality to replace the apparent chaos of the summer of 1914 that the very people who had lived through the years 1900–1914 and had described them as dizzying, frightening, hurtling too fast in an unknown direction, and profoundly disorienting were now only too willing to accept the image of a stable Indian summer of the nineteenth century, when people had lived moral lives, known their station, and devoted themselves to elaborate social rituals and the furthering of the arts.


At the beginning of the 1930s, the image of the golden world of yesterday was already firmly established and celebrated in film, fiction, and memoirs. Living somewhere in London and by now father of a family, Campbell Willie Martin may have been one of the millions indulging their nostalgia for a better world. But perhaps he knew better, faithful to the memory of the trauma that came back to him at night, in the dreams so feared by those who had seen what no human eye should ever see and lived through it all.




 


· 1919 ·


A Poet’s Coup




We later civilizations . . . we too know that we are mortal.


Elam, Nineveh, Babylon were but beautiful vague names, and the total ruin of those worlds had as little significance for us as their very existence. But France, England, Russia . . . these too would be beautiful names. . . . And we see now that the abyss of history is deep enough to hold us all.





—Paul Valéry, Crisis of the Mind (1919)
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NEVER HAD A CITY BEEN MORE TRIUMPHANTLY TAKEN THAN WHEN the trucks filled with volunteers poured into Fiume on September 12, 1919, to be acclaimed by thirty thousand enthusiastic people, practically the entire population of the city. At the head of the dashing occupying force rode a living legend, a war hero and the greatest living Italian poet: Gabriele d’Annunzio, who had risked everything to free the town from its occupiers and return it to the Italian motherland. From the balcony of the town hall, draped with the flags of the newly liberated town, the new master spoke to the population: “Italians of Fiume . . . here I am. . . . Today I wish to say nothing more. . . . Here is the man who has abandoned everything to be wholly at the service of your cause. . . . Here I am . . . I the volunteer, I who have fought in all arms, I the wounded and the mutilated, I reply to the deep anxiety of my country by declaring the city of Fiume today restored for ever to mother Italy.”1


There was only one problem: mother Italy did not want the little town with its mostly Italian population on the Croatian coast. It had ceded the territory during the negotiations for the peace treaty of Saint-Germain and had received extensive lands in return. D’Annunzio’s poetic escapade was unwelcome, and the prime minister pretended not to notice even after the author-turned-autocrat wrote him an effusive letter laying power at his feet.


Unperturbed by this setback, D’Annunzio created a free state on the eleven square miles of territory that were now his. He was the master of the grand gesture, after all. During the war, he had enlisted in the Italian army even though his advanced age—he was fifty-two when war broke out—would have excused him. He had flown planes, engaged in combat, led from the front. In 1918 he had even achieved a daring propaganda coup by flying to Vienna, the capital of Italy’s old European adversary, and dropping hundreds of pamphlets emblazoned with the Italian tricolor and the proud claim that he could have dropped bombs instead. He was no longer flying the plane himself, however; an accident on a mission two years earlier had cost him his right eye. He was a war hero who had sacrificed for his country.


Perhaps the sacrifice was not so much for the glory of Italy as for the glory of D’Annunzio, one of the most mercurial and fascinating writers in a time full of great characters. Small, balding, and far from handsome, he was proud of having seduced, as he claimed, hundreds of women, among them some of the richest, most aristocratic, and most famous of their time. A notorious voluptuary, he had spent the past few years in Paris in order to avoid the legions of his Italian creditors, who had financed his extravagant lifestyle, which included several splendid villas and a wardrobe boasting hundreds of pairs of shoes and countless gloves in exotic leathers and delicate hues. He was famous for possessing a nightshirt with a gold-embroidered round hole in the front to facilitate congress with his current lover; for being a worthy heir of the great Casanova as well as a master of heady verse infused with passion, perfume, and allusions from antiquity; for styling himself as a modern Icarus, flying ever higher toward the sun. During his time as a fighter pilot he was seen boarding the plane in high-heeled patent leather boots polished every morning by his faithful manservant.


Even his greatest detractors had to admit that his poetry was extraordinary: sumptuous, powerful, and prescient as well as totally amoral. He had always known how to convey in words the most refined, most avant-garde sentiments of the period. During the fin de siècle he had been the prince of decadent poets; at the beginning of the vertiginous twentieth century he had discovered flying and rhapsodized about velocity, fast machines, and seduction; when war broke out he had become a soldier extolling the virtues of virile struggle; and now, in Fiume, he cast himself in a new mold.


D’Annunzio had taken the city out of a feeling of outrage, using his fame to find allies among the soldiers who felt betrayed and disappointed at the terms of the peace, which had granted land they regarded as Italian to other countries. Now he was determined to use this power to create out of the energy of the moment a new kind of movement, of community. Already during the war, as he had attempted to push his government to enter into the conflict by giving speeches whose passion added to his already enormous fame, D’Annunzio had discovered a new, darkly fascinating power in his oratory and in the experience of rousing the passion of thousands:




Faces, faces, faces; every passion from every face runs through my wounded eye, innumerable as grains of warm sand through the fist. Is it not the Roman crowd of May, the evening of the Capito? Enormous, swaying, howling. I feel my pallor burning like a white flame. There is nothing of myself left in me. I am like the demon of tumult, I am like the genius of the free people. . . . I see at last my Credo in blood and spirit. I am no longer intoxicated with myself alone, but with all my race. . . . They sway and are swayed. I ascend to crown them and I ascend to crown myself. . . . The mob howls and writhes to beget its destiny. . . . The mob is like an incandescent metal. All the mouths of the mould are open. A gigantic statue is being cast.2





The poet-turned-politician set about fashioning the statue of what he called, against the will of his co-conspirators, not the republic but the impresa—the adventure, the undertaking, the coup—of Fiume. His inspirational and grandiloquent speeches from the balcony became daily events, eagerly listened to by his troops, who were soon bored with life in the small harbor town; he raised his arm in a Roman salute, which he had seen and admired in a performance at the Paris opera; he appeared in uniform and adopted the title duce.


All this posturing had a strongly operatic air, as two British travelers, the brothers Osbert and Sacheverell Sitwell, recounted. Like thousands of other adventurous young people, they had been drawn to the little state and wanted to meet its commander in the town hall “built in the well-known Renaissance-elephantoid style that is the dream of every Municipal Council the world over.” Being well spoken and well connected, they were admitted, though not before witnessing with a sort of baffled fascination the scenes playing themselves out on the streets: “The general animation and noisy vitality seemed to herald a new land, a new system. . . . Every man here seemed to wear a uniform designed by himself: some had beards, and had shaved their heads completely, so as to resemble the Commander himself, who was now bald; others had cultivated huge tufts of hair, half a foot long, waving out from their foreheads, and wore, balanced on the very back of their scull, a black fez.”3 Some of the freedom fighters were white-haired veterans of the campaigns of Giuseppe Garibaldi, half a century before.
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Revolutionary satyr: The Italian poet and war hero Gabriele d’Annunzio was famous for his scented words and his countless affairs. Almost as an afterthought, he also invented the aesthetics of fascism.


D’Annunzio was an incurable romantic. He designed a constitution for his statelet that was corporatist, but also progressive in many ways: it declared the full equality of men and women and of religion and atheism, guaranteed a free and nonreligious education for children, established the strict separation of powers within the state, and provided for a strong democratic base. Many influences had shaped this work, not least the presence of the trade unionist and anarchist Alceste de Ambris, but in the end it was the poet-potentate who put his stamp on the entire work, supplementing the useful but pedestrian nine corporations (workers, teachers, seamen, and so on) with a tenth one, which he named energia and which was to consist entirely of artists entrusted with giving inspiration to society. One of the most important constitutional principles became music—very appropriate for a duce who had brought his current lover, a moody Italian pianist, plus piano to his palace and who liked to do his political work while listening to late Beethoven sonatas.


Increasingly, however, art and reality clashed unmelodiously. Once they did so literally as D’Annunzio staged a mock battle in honor of a visiting orchestra to keep his soldiers entertained. Osbert Sitwell recounts that the list of casualties after the battle included several musicians. More frequently, however, poetry and prose were painfully at odds in the administration of the city, whose duce was not a man to settle down to the detailed and dull work of administration. Sometimes he would vanish into his apartments for days on end to think and seek inspiration, hardly eating and not to be spoken to under any circumstances. He was also given to sudden and grand gestures. None of this addressed the situation of a small town without an income and with a large force of bored mercenaries kicking the dust in the town square. Italy had instituted a blockade, and little food or other goods were coming in through regular channels. As lootings became more common and rapes occurred, the townspeople learned to hate their liberators. To feed the many hungry mouths and give the men something to do, the rebel state resorted to piracy.


D’Annunzio had conceived of his coup as a stepping-stone on the way to Rome, no doubt envisaging himself as a literary governor of Italy on a par with Marcus Aurelius. But his allies had other ideas. One of them, the rising fascist leader Benito Mussolini, had pledged his support but now refused to let actions follow his fraternal words. He was learning from the poet’s sense of pathos and grandezza and began to imitate the uniforms, the Roman salute, and the rhetoric, but he had no intention whatsoever of installing his comrade-in-arms on a throne that he himself intended to occupy one day. D’Annunzio, unwilling to admit the failure of his enterprise, was stuck on his rocky outpost on the Adriatic coast, moored in the town hall built in a style as grandiloquent as its inhabitant.


In the end, the Italian government put an end to the farce in 1920. It tightened its blockade by sea and by land, drew together an invasion force, and began bombarding the city, injuring the lonely duce in his grandiose palace and giving him a welcome excuse to call the whole thing off. He moved out in style, as he had arrived. There was no indictment; on the contrary, Mussolini, who had been unwilling to support D’Annunzio in his political ambitions, made great use of the poet as a fighter for la patria. Exhausted but relieved, the author returned to his previous passions for writing, women, and increasingly the political language and style he had helped invent: Fascism.


The priapic D’Annunzio had long been smitten with virile strength, much like the futurists, though he was not as boorishly predictable as they were, with their hymns to manly violence and fast machines. His own contributions were the plot and script for the epic film Cabiria (1914), the most expensive made to date. The hero of this sand-and-sandals extravaganza was the immensely strong Maciste, a latter-day Hercules; the character appears in twenty-six additional films.
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FIUME WAS THE COMIC-OPERA OVERTURE to what was to become one of the dominant and devastating tragedies of the twentieth century. Via his ally Mussolini, D’Annunzio’s short-lived foray into politics was to leave a stylistic mark on many if not all dictatorships that were to follow. But beyond the salutes and the uniforms, beyond the marching and speechifying, the sense of bitterness and betrayal that was so pervasive in Europe after 1918 bred a related revolution that was far less visible but if anything more influential—a conservative revolution.


It was a backlash against disorder and disillusion, against strikes and street fighting, against the threat of Bolshevism, against the endless and dispiriting compromises of democracy and the seeming decline of morals. The inner war was reaching more deeply into societies rocked by years of bloodshed. “Citizens be prepared!” the poet had shouted at his followers in preparation for the occupation: “The battle is now beginning against everything and everybody, on behalf of our rights and our dead. We write this with blood on our banners.”4


D’Annunzio’s seductive rhetoric is a fine example of the kind of poetry that was built up as an opposition to the harsh reality of post-war Europe. The revolution he and his comrades-in-arms preached was expressed in contradictions. It was a matter of life against death, health against sickness, beauty against ugliness, youth against age, honesty against mendacity, authenticity against artificiality, strength against weakness, country against city, pure and noble nature against corrupt and corrupting city life—in short, a remedy for all the ills of modern civilization.


This revolution was to be carried out by a small, spiritual elite, but it would also be of the people and for the people, with strongly socialist traits. It was to restore the natural order and the brutal strength of primordial life forces and superior “races,” wiping away the sickly veneer of weak and degenerate pleasures with which the big city lured men and women away from their racial and natural destiny, and shattering the socialist dreams of solidarity and equality. It sought to realize a utopian dream, knowing, even willing, that the way to redemption would be awash with blood.


 


Stories of Decline


D’ANNUNZIO AND OTHER conservative revolutionaries were determined to defend the heroic individual against the cold rule of technology and technocrats that had manifested itself beginning in 1900, and which had characterized the war. It was an attempt to rescue an idea of what it means to be human that had been rendered obsolete by modern life—if indeed it had ever existed. From his perspective the problem was not technology but decadence, the fruit of the unmanly and unnatural life now lived by tens of millions of city dwellers.


The maverick Italian poet was not alone in this opinion, which was also defended by a seductively erudite two-volume work written by a socially awkward, sickly, and myopic former high school teacher and occasional journalist, Oswald Spengler, who lived in Munich off a small inheritance and had dedicated ten years of his life to writing his magnum opus, Der Untergang des Abendlandes (Decline of the West). Spengler was an eccentric polymath, with formal and informal training in a wide range of sciences and humanities, who had set himself the prodigious task of explaining history in its totality—of creating, as it were, a physiology of human life and the fate of civilizations at all times and in all regions of the globe.


His method was as eccentric as Spengler himself, and it borrowed liberally from Nietzsche, Goethe, the biologist Ernst Haeckel, and other thinkers. When the first volume of the work was published toward the end of the war, in the summer of 1918 (the second volume would appear in 1922), it received little notice, and that mainly hostile; the book seemed destined to be forgotten. Then, however, a broader public discovered it, and as sales rose steadily the influence of Spengler’s ideas multiplied to a spectacular degree, spreading across languages and countries with every new translation and edition.


Decline of the West appeared in Soviet Russia in 1923; the popularity of the book had been such that in 1922, a year before the Russian translation appeared, a collection of critical articles by renowned Russian thinkers (among them the religious philosophers Nikolai Berdiaev and Semen Frank) was published in Moscow. English-speakers had to wait until 1926 to read the master’s oracular prose. Even where translations were not immediately available, however, educated readers often knew German sufficiently well to understand the book. Italian intellectuals, who would not be able to read a translation until 1957, were fascinated by it and used it as a key for understanding Goethe’s play Faust. By 1926, the book had sold a hundred thousand copies in Germany alone.


Decline of the West is not an easy read. It feels rather ponderously “German”: professorial and convoluted, with rambling sentences and a parade of famous names on every page. It ranges from ancient China to twentieth-century Chicago, from Moses to Marx, and from Greek art to Goethe—not the kind of work to become a staple of everyday conversation across the Western world. But sometimes a big book carrying an apparent Big Explanation will exude a curious attraction for a particular readership, and Spengler’s oracular and often opaque language ironically guaranteed that the book could be read in various ways by various people and impressively quoted even without being understood. More important, perhaps, its publication, in two parts in 1918 and 1922, resonated opportunely with readers whose postwar feelings of disillusion and resentment demanded encapsulation.


Drawing on Plato’s Republic, Spengler divided the life span of every civilization into seasons or ages—childhood, youth, maturity, old age—to which he ascribed particular characteristics. The present, he wrote, was the dotage of the Western world, which had run the full gamut of manifestations of its genius, and which could find greatness once again only if it entered a period of “Caesarism,” in which a man of destiny would emerge to eradicate the symptoms of decadent decline, namely, the rule of money, of the press, and of democracy, which Spengler regarded as mechanisms used by soulless capitalist powers to manipulate and enslave entire populations and to pervert the natural course of history.


The true nature of every civilization, Spengler thought, was determined by its “blood,” a term he used freely and metaphorically to denote not so much ethnicity as the unique characteristics of a culture within a given landscape and surroundings: “A boundless mass of human Being, flowing in a stream without banks; up-stream, a dark past wherein our time-sense loses all powers of definition and restless or uneasy fancy conjures up geological periods to hide away an eternally unsolvable riddle; down-stream, a future even so dark and timeless.”5


No individual and no civilization can escape fate, Spengler wrote, and every “strong race” would look to impose itself on others, led by an exceptional man who would maintain his power “for the duration of his personal existence or, beyond it, for that of his blood streaming on through children and grandchildren.”6 This was the fate of men, for “the Woman as Mother is, and the Man as Warrior and Politician makes, History.”7


With the victory of contemporary Anglo-American politics, the strong and natural life force of civilization had been subdued by a huge opinion-forming machine: “Man does not speak to man; the press and its associate, the electrical news-service, keep the waking-consciousness of whole peoples and continents under a deafening drum-fire of theses, catchwords, standpoints, scenes, feelings, day by day and year by year, so that every Ego becomes a mere function of a monstrous intellectual Something.”8 This great system, Spengler believed, was doomed to fail because it would undermine itself. In the end, the “will to power” (a term borrowed from Nietzsche) would assert itself: “Through money, democracy becomes its own destroyer. . . . In the Late Democracy, race bursts forth and either makes ideals its slaves or throws them scornfully into the pit.”9


This “conflict between money and blood” would lead to another revolution, a great rising of the naturally strong against everything that was weak and perverted. “Men are tired to disgust of money-economy,” wrote Spengler. “They hope for salvation from somewhere or other, for some real thing of honour and chivalry, of inward nobility, of unselfishness and duty. And now dawns the time when the form-filled powers of the blood, which the rationalism of the Megalopolis has suppressed, reawaken in the depths . . . Caesarism grows on the soil of Democracy, but its roots thread deeply into the underground of blood tradition.”10


For a great many readers, this curious mixture of romanticism and idealism, of acute observation and wild generalization, became a bible for the postwar age. It appeared to explain why urban life in particular felt emptied of its moral core and why Western civilization more generally seemed to be spinning senselessly around on itself, producing (apart from money) millions of wasted lives and moral decadence.


Spengler’s sweeping analysis, as well as his conclusion that only a dictator could save Western civilization from its self-destruction by making it listen once more to the voice of its “blood,” had many admirers and imitators, not so much among historians as among high school teachers, journalists, and politicians eager to present a coherent image of world history and national greatness to their audiences. What entranced his readers was less the intoxicating profusion of names and his forays into economics, art history, biology—wrong in many details—than a subliminal message of fate, health, and strength, which was open to many interpretations. Adolf Hitler, convinced that he was the man of destiny demanded by Spengler’s theory of history, was to pay the aging author a visit in 1933. But Spengler, who abhorred violence (other than in theory) and who detested the Nazis for their plebeian manners, responded coolly. When in the same year the new regime offered him a professorial chair at the prestigious University of Leipzig, he declined.


The proponents of this conservative revolution were many, and their backgrounds were as varied as the interpretation and emphasis they gave these ideas. They included veterans of the battlefield such as writers Ernst Jünger in Germany and Pierre Drieu La Rochelle in France; Jünger’s 1920 Stahlgewittern (Storm of Steel) was seen as glorifying the experience of war, and Drieu La Rochelle was to turn increasingly toward fascism and anti-Semitism and eventually espouse the collaborationist cause after the German invasion of France. There were philosophers, such as the existentialist and phenomenologist Martin Heidegger, later to be compromised by his links with the Nazis. Nor was D’Annunzio by any means the only poet: the influential Stefan George in Germany, the expatriate Americans T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, self-anointed “scientists” and prophets such as Spengler himself, and political figures such as the Frenchman Charles Maurras, a leader of the Catholic, monarchist, and nationalist Action Française; in England, the aristocratic veteran of the trenches and future founder of the British Union of Fascists, Oswald Mosley; and in Italy, the poet Giovanni Gentile and Mussolini himself.
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