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An Introduction:


Why read about war for an entire semester?  Why give so much attention to the literature produced by warriors and combat veterans?  I’m not sure I have a good enough answer to these questions—deep reading about war can be infuriating and depressing, and surely a focus on war can be morbid and inhumane—but there are some good potential answers out there: because war is a major force in human history; because it is often seen by participants as the most important or intense experience of their lives; because, just as war brings out the worst and the best in people, it also produces both very bad and very good literature (and we’ll only be reading the good stuff).  

We’ll debate those questions and answers throughout the semester, but there is another way of looking at the topic: the depth, variety, and quality of war literature and the historical nature of war itself provide an opportunity for doing the work of literary and historical survey courses in a focused way.  So, the course does three things at once: First, it presents a cockeyed survey of Western literature, in which many great works from most important genres are read, it’s just that they’re all about war; second, it accomplishes a quick and episodic survey of Western military history, but in literary rather than conventional historical form; and third, it constantly considers one central question: how can we read literature as history?   

Here are a few different ways of explaining what the course is about:

· Subject matter.  Each of the three nouns in the title is, in a different sense, the real subject of the course.  We read literature, we treat it as history, and our most basic goal is to understand the human experience of war.  The subjects combine in interesting ways, too: a more sneaky goal of this course is to provide each student with a working knowledge of both European literary and military history. 

· Literature.  Here there is an aesthetic criterion: we move among different genres, different views on war… but we won’t read any bad or mediocre books just to “cover” their style or subject.  There is some crazy stuff, and surely some of the readings won’t appeal to every taste, but these are all really good books—classics, neglected elements of the traditional canon, or overlooked work by very good writers and brilliant misfits.

· War. Our focus is on the experience of actual combat, rather than the large-scale processes of war or its broader social and political implications.  We’ll need to learn the basics of tactics and to understand military terminology—not as ends in themselves, but rather to better understand the experiences of our writers.  We will move from Greek heroes with bronze-tipped spears to four-engine bombers over Germany, with much in between. 

· History.  The books we read are not only good books, but also good sources.  Wherever possible, we read literature produced by combat veterans—men who were usually convinced that they understood war better than the writers of conventional narrative history. 

· Scope.  The readings vary widely across time and literary genre, but they are largely confined to European literature, with some brief attention to Japan, Spanish Colonial America, and the U.S.    

· The interdisciplinary factor.  This isn’t just a two-for-one deal; rather, another idea behind the course is that the subject of war demands both literature and history in order to be understood—and so we will need some technical background in both in order to read these books well.  Enthusiastic military historians must be ready to cope with highly literary soldier-poets, and dedicated English majors must be prepared to learn something of hardware and military culture.  Thus, there will be occasional scholarly readings to support our primary sources, but these will be kept to a minimum.  The goal is not only to learn the material itself, but to learn more generally how to deal with literary and historical questions that arise from such readings.  This is why, toward the end of the semester, you (the students giving presentations that week) will take on the responsibility of selecting the reading.

A By-The-Book Course Description: 


The course’s most basic organization is chronological: we will move from ancient Greece to the Second World War, with only a few minor deviations from the relentless march of time.  

The course will have a few distinct phases: the first five weeks (ancient and medieval) are an introduction of sorts, the next eight weeks (modern) will get to the heart of the problem, and the last week of class and the paper are two different epilogues.  

We will do a lot of groundwork in the first five weeks, studying the different genres of literature and learning the basics of military history, while week six (the nineteenth century), is both a beginning and a transition.  It’s a beginning because the modern novel (represented by a Tolstoy short story) arrives at the same time as a new sort of warfare—the static, destructive war that we associate with the 20th century but which really began in the 1850s and 60s.  It’s a transition, though, because most soldiers still wrote of war as a glorious adventure, and only a few began to challenge the old literary idealization of war. 

In weeks seven through twelve, we turn our attention to the World Wars and focus on three genres: poetry, the memoir, and the novel.  In week thirteen, we will test our soldier-authors against the best writers of historical fiction.  Maybe, after all, the memoirs are most valuable as sources—not for historians but for later writers seeking to imagine their way into the experience of warfare.  Each student will choose a novel to read this week, from a list of the most powerful and effective evocations of war by writers who wrote from imagination and research, rather than experience.  Week fourteen will be a sort of high-speed summary of the course: we revisit each of our genres and ask our questions again while focusing on a single battle—Waterloo.  There will be a separate packet for this week, containing ten to fifteen different literary views of the battle, written by Byron, Scott, Thackeray, Hugo, Stendhal, Hardy, and Susanna Clarke, among others.  

The final paper will draw upon the course as a whole, but it will be based on the memoirs or novels chosen by each student as his or her own reading during weeks nine through thirteen.  The decision to take the paper more in the direction of literary criticism or historical scholarship will be up to you, the student.

A By-The-Books Course Description:


The readings are the seminar’s foundation, its roots, the air it breathes—pick your metaphor, but everything builds off of the books.  Some weeks we will be reading a big chunk of one or two books, other weeks we will be scurrying through several short excerpts in the reading packet.  Some weeks you will be expected to move quickly through large swaths of prose, getting a sense of an author’s experience, others will find us reading poetry very closely.  While it will be the work of the seminar each week to piece together new insights about the historical experience of war, the readings will prescribe our study of genre and literary expression.  We will begin with epic poetry and move on to consider dramatic poetry, narrative history, memoir, saga, the chanson de geste, the novel and its antecedents, the novelized or fictionalized memoir, diaries, and 20th century war poetry.  Now, friend, where else but IPHS can you read, in one semester, Homer, Vergil, Julius Caesar; the greatest (anonymous) works of the French, Icelandic, and Japanese middle ages; Grimmelshausen, Cervantes, Tolstoy; Graves and Vonnegut?

The Seminar by Themes: 

As we move through the course, certain questions will be asked again and again of very different texts:

Should the prime directive of good war literature be mimesis—the faithful representation of reality—or rather a more subjective, deeper sort of truth?  

Is it possible to write a clear and comprehensible description of a battle?  Can one such description satisfy the demands both of historical causality and psychological realism?  That is, can it explain why the battle was won and also what it felt like to be there?

Are combat veterans the only people capable of writing meaningfully about the experience of combat, or can creative fiction teach the same truths?

Does the chaos of battle defeat ordinary historiography?  Can experiments in narrative and a blurring of actual events produce a novel more “more true” than a memoir? 

Do the limitations of poetic structure and the special qualities of poetic form mean that poetry can be “closer” to the experience of battle than prose?

Does heroicizing literature automatically resign any claim to being “real?”  Once war literature embraces the awful realities of modern war, can any heroism remain?

Does the impersonal nature of modern warfare cause a complete break with earlier war literature?

Requirements:

Participation will count for 30% of the course grade.  Both the quality and quantity of your participation are important—frequent contribution and demonstrations of careful attention to the readings are appreciated, but so is the occasional, thoughtful interjection.  Remember that the goal of seminar is a collective one—your aim in class should be not merely to demonstrate competence but to help the discussion move forward.

Attendance is a prerequisite for the class participation grade.  Each unexcused absence will result in a deduction of three and a third points (i.e. 1/3 of a letter grade) from the overall course grade.  Excused absences must be granted by a dean or sought by petitioning me in writing before the missed class begins.  Please be aware that, according to college policy, absenteeism is grounds for expulsion from a course.  Tardiness, either in the form of significant lateness or a pattern of arriving during the opening minutes of class, will result in an appropriate deduction from the class participation grade. 

Reading will be copious.  It will be exhilarating, sometimes, but also difficult and troubling.  Students enrolling in this seminar should look forward to setting aside large amounts of time for reading, which will average to something over 150 pages per week.  Additional reading for class presentations will add to this load on certain weeks.  Fair warning: you may find the subject of war fascinating, exciting, depressing, or repellant, and you will probably feel all of those things at one point or another—but you will need to find some satisfaction in reading about war at great length.  

Quizzes will occur during most weeks of the semester.  Unannounced quizzes—short and substantive rather than thought-provoking—will test for completion of the reading.  These will be supplemented by announced quizzes on the shorter historical/technical readings and term lists that are designed to improve comprehension of the primary readings—together these will count for 10% of the overall grade.

A midterm examination will count for 15% of the grade.  This will involve passage IDs and short essays about the forms and uses of war literature.  
A twelve to fifteen page paper (25%) will be due at the end of the semester.  This paper will be your opportunity to dig more deeply into books that particularly interest you, and will also serve as a personal capstone to the discussions of literature, history, and historiography.  While it will involve some research, the paper will build off of your presentations on memoirs and fictions of modern war, and will thus grow organically out of the second half of the semester.  

Finally, each student will make three in-class presentations.  The first will introduce the class to an element of literary criticism or military history, the second will present a memoir or novel of modern war, and the third will analyze a work of historical fiction.  Together these presentations will count for 20% of the grade.

Books may be purchased at the Kenyon bookstore, except for the “extra” books that you will read for your in-class presentations—these you may acquire through the library or purchase online (most are only available used—please consult with the instructor to make sure that you are purchasing the correct translation/edition).  The course packet will be available for purchase from Jalene Fox, and supplementary readings will be posted on moodle.  A second packet, with the reading for the last week of class, will become available during the semester.  The cost of these materials is quite high—but please do see me if this might be a problem.

Booklist:  (But see notes below!)

**The Iliad, trans. Lombardo.

Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul. Penguin Classics, trans. Handford.

**Egil’s Saga.  Penguin Classics.

Howard, War in European History.

Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory.

Grimmelshausen, Simplicius Simplicissimus, trans. Mitchell.

The Song of Roland, Signet Classics.

Graves, Goodbye to All That.

Jones, In Parenthesis.

Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five.

Please note: 1) If you have a copy of the Lattimore, Fagles, or Fitzgerald translations of the Iliad you may use it, and do not need to purchase the Lombardo translation available at the bookstore.  2)  The bookstore should have copies of the Penguin Classics editions of both The Sagas of the Icelanders and Egil’s Saga.  You need one or the other, not both—we will only read Egil’s Saga, but since sagas are great fun and the huge collection is only a few dollars more, I thought some of you might prefer to buy the big one.

Schedule of Meetings:

Week one: September 3rd: Greece: Homeric warfare, epic and dramatic poetry

Readings:  The Iliad: books 3,5,6, 10-12, 16, and 20.  Van Wees article (on moodle), and selections from Aeschylus, Persians, available as handout. 

Assignments:  The first in-class presentation will be assigned.

Week two: September 10th: Rome; Memoir as History in the Ancient World, Roman epic  

Readings:  Selections from Lucan, Vergil, Xenophon and Ammianus Marcellinus in the packet.  Excerpts from Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army and Morillo, What Is Military History (on moodle).  Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul, books 1,2,5 (paragraphs 24-58 only), and 7.  Take a look also at the introduction to Caesar—skimming is o.k., but do read pages 24-5.   
Assignments:  Quiz: general military jargon.

Week three: September 17th: The Middle Ages I: Heroic Poetry and the chanson de geste
Readings:  The Battle of Maldon and selections from Villehardouin in the packet.  The Song of Roland, laisses 1-178. Do read the introduction to Roland as well, especially pages 1-15, 27-31, and 40-46.  
Assignments:  Quiz: the jargon of prosody and the genres of literature.  First presentations begin.

Week four: September 24th: The Middle Ages II: War Tale and Saga

Readings:  Selections from the Heike Monogatari in the packet, with supporting articles on moodle.    

Egil’s Saga, chapters 31-90. Feel free to skim chapters 67-79 and 82-87.  Do make use of the introduction and the supplementary materials at the end—focus on the literary qualities of the text and do not worry about tracing the details of the feuds themselves.  

Assignments:  First presentations continue.

Week five: October 1st:  Early Modern Europe: poetry and reality, the beginnings of the novel

Readings:  Grimmelshausen, Simplicius Simplicissimus: book one, chapters 1-19; book two, chapter 27 through book three, chapter 15.  Selections from Gascoigne, Cervantes, Ariosto, Ercilla, and Villagra in the packet.  Howard, War in European History, chapters two through four.  


Assignments:  First presentations conclude.  The second and third presentations are assigned.
Week six: October 8th:  The Nineteenth Century

Readings:  Selections from Tolstoy, Wolseley, Mosby, Porter, Holmes, and Bierce in the packet.  Howard, War in European History, chapters five and six.

Assignments:  The midterm will take place during the last hour of class.

Week seven: October 15th:  The Great War, week I: Poetry 

Readings:  Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, chapters one and two; poetry excerpts in the packet; Jones, In Parenthesis, preface and parts one, two, four, and seven.

Assignments:  Quiz: World War One, World War Two, and 20th century military technology.  

Week eight: October 22nd:  The Great War, week II: Memoir and Autobiography

Readings:  Graves, Goodbye to All That, chapters ten through twenty-one.  Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, chapters three and six. 

Assignments:  Second presentations begin the following week: students presenting in week nine choose the pages to be read by their classmates.

Week nine: October 29th:  The Great War, week III: Memoirs of Trenches and Hospitals 

Readings:  Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, chapter nine.  Selections from memoirs chosen by presenting students and posted on Moodle.  

Assignments:  Second presentations, part I.  Students presenting in week ten choose the pages to be read by their classmates.  
Week ten: November 5th:  World War II, week I: Poetry and Memoir  

Readings:  Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, pages 169-90; Howard, War in European History, chapter seven; poetry excerpts in packet.  Selections from memoirs chosen by presenting students and posted on Moodle.  


Assignments:  Second presentations, part II.  Students presenting in week eleven choose the pages to be read by their classmates.  
Week eleven: November 12th:  World War II, week II: The Combat Novel

Readings:  Selections from novels chosen by presenting students and posted on Moodle; selections from Heller, Catch-22 in the packet. 


Assignments:  Second presentations, part III    
Week twelve: November 19th:  World War II, week III: The Bombing of Cities 
Readings:  Excerpt from Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction posted on Moodle. Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five; Vonnegut, untitled letter and “Wailing Shall be All in the Streets,” and selections from Hersey, Hiroshima in the packet.  
Assignments:  Paper Outline due Friday, November 21st 

 
Week thirteen: December 3rd:  Historical Fiction 

Readings:  Individual reading.  Each student chooses a work of historical fiction (the list of titles will be provided by the instructor);  excerpt from Shaw, “A Dramatic Realist Responds to His Critics” (on Moodle).   

Assignments:  Third presentations.  

Week fourteen: December 10th:  Literature, History and the “Battle Piece:” Waterloo.  

Readings:  A dozen different Waterloos (in separate packet). 

Assignments: None.
December 17th, 5:00 pm: Final Paper Due.

