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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Artistic and Cultural Responses 
to War

Martin Kerby, Margaret Baguley, and Janet McDonald

Introduction

As the First World War entered its second year Henry James lamented the fail-
ure of language to do justice to the extent of the destruction. The war had 
“used up all words; they have weakened, they have deteriorated.”1 Silence 
appeared a more suitable response than the conventions of a language left 
hopelessly compromised by mass industrialised warfare. The First World War 
was not unique, however, in challenging the available rhetoric. As Edkins 
observed, in order to communicate the “facts” of any trauma, they have to be 
translated into narrative form. This strips them of their immediacy.2 More 
importantly, any attempt at explanation hampers “the force of its affront to 
understanding.”3 Yet artists and writers are well placed to explore war, for their 
output defies efforts to impose a singular or “literal translation.”4 They can also 
transcend context; just witness the decision in 2003 to cover the tapestry of 
Picasso’s Guernica at the United Nations when Colin Powell made his case for 
war with Saddam. Different war, different age, but the raw immediacy was a 
quality to be respected, perhaps even feared. For, as Susanne Langer argues, art 
and art objects are “peculiarly adapted to the explication of ‘unspeakable’ 
things” such as loss, grief, and memory.5

In his searing work Survival in Auschwitz (If this is a man) (1947) Primo 
Levi tells the story of a fellow inmate who had carved “Ne pas chercher à com-
prendre” on the bottom of his bowl. Faced with his own death and the loom-
ing immolation of his people, the inmate’s exhortation “Do not look for 
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understanding” is hardly surprising. Yet the visual arts, and indeed all art forms, 
can not only impart an understanding of unspeakable things, they have, as 
Sarah Koffman observes, a responsibility to do so:

About Auschwitz and after Auschwitz, no story is possible, if by story one means: 
to tell a story of events which make sense … There remains, nonetheless, a duty 
to speak, to speak endlessly for those who could not speak because to the very end 
they wanted to guard true speech from betrayal. To speak in order to bear 
witness.6

Yet a handbook such as this one, whatever its length and coverage, cannot hope 
to do justice to the multitude of artistic and cultural responses to war. Another 
group of editors might have chosen differently, indeed, almost certainly would 
have. In the course of writing this introduction, the editors are painfully aware 
of these gaps; the Holocaust, other American cultural responses to war since 
1914, particularly the Vietnam War, and our cousins across the Tasman in New 
Zealand are events and peoples who would have found an equally worthy place 
in this publication. That must be balanced, of course, against the inclusion of a 
number of chapters that explore lesser known responses or at least ones less 
regularly written about. The chapter on the memorial in Washington to the 
veterans of the Korean War is a case in point, as is the one exploring the work 
of Irish war poets. Two chapters dealing with the much discussed Vietnam 
Veterans’ Memorial and Wilfred Owen et al. might have filled a perceived gap 
in this book, yet hardly a yawning gap in the broader literature. In any case, 
there is much to value in this eclectic coverage, some of it dealing with the 
familiar, others perhaps casting light on lesser known topics. Overall these 
chapters make a valuable contribution to the field and if the editorial choices 
encourage further debate then it has served its purpose.

Like the authors whose work graces the pages of this handbook, the artists, 
writers, and filmmakers whose work is explored in these pages sought to com-
municate something about the great events of their age. Like the combatants, 
they were products of their age, background, and temperament, subject to a 
variety of forces that shaped their artistic output. Some like Philip Gibbs were 
left compromised, others such as George Gittoes pursue an aggressive inde-
pendence. In reality, however, whatever their qualities of character and talent 
as artists and writers, they offer “a truth” rather than “the truth.” In their 
attempts to speak of the unspeakable, there has been grace even in their 
failings.

Section 1: Loss, Grief, and Resilience

Charles Green and Lyndell Brown’s “No Agency: Iraq and Afghanistan at War—
The Perspective of Commissioned War Artists” (Chap. 2) is a personal and at 
times poignant insight into their experience as Australian Official War Artists. In 
a challenge to those who argue that those who accept official commissions  
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are inherently compromised, they show themselves to be trenchant critics of 
what they characterise as an attempt by the West to impose an imperial power. 
Their description of a US base is particularly powerful, as they drive “beside an 
inconceivably vast airfield perimeter past mile after mile of American military 
aircraft, a display so stupendous in scale that the imperial power it represents 
can’t be believed, while we click shot after shot after shot, completely awed and 
appalled (Chap. 2).” They are both aware, however, that their access to these 
areas is a privilege but one with limits. From the very beginning of their time in 
the Middle East, they knew that it would involve a “fraught, long negotiation 
between the self-determined aims of the artist, the interests of a national institu-
tion, the coolness of the military and the expectations of several differing 
publics.”

Paul Duncum’s “Megan Leavey and the Popular Visual Culture of the War-
on-Terror” (Chap. 3) offers a fascinating insight into fictional militainment’s 
response to the longest war in American history. Though undoubtedly “com-
plex, multilayered and contradictory,” it has, as Duncum observes, been over-
whelmingly supportive of military intervention. One wonders, however, 
whether this has been conducive to the creation of great art. In a recent list of 
the ten best films dealing with the War on Terror (if we discount the First 
World War’s description as “the war to end all wars”—has there ever been a 
conflict saddled with so ironic a name?) six were documentaries. Although 
documentaries are no less art than their fictional counterparts, Sebastian Junger 
and Tim Hetherington’s Restrepo (2010) to name just one, in terms of movies, 
one searches in vain for a work comparable to Lewis Milestone’s All Quiet on 
the Western Front (1930), Stanley Kubrick’s Paths of Glory (1957), Oliver 
Stone’s Platoon (1986) or Edward Zwick’s Glory (1989). Perhaps it is a ques-
tion of perspective or at the very least the passage of time. As A.J.P. Taylor 
observed, many of the canonical novels, plays and memoirs dealing with the 
First World War were published between 1928 and 1930—Undertones of War 
(1928) by Edmund Blunden, Journey’s End (1929) by R.C. Sheriff, Death of a 
Hero (1929) by Robert Aldington, All Quiet on the Western Front (1929) by 
E.M. Remarque, Goodbye to All That (1929) by Robert Graves, Memoirs of an 
Infantry Officer (1930) by Siegfried Sassoon, and Her Privates We (1930) by 
Frederic Manning. Can a great film be made about a conflict that is still unfin-
ished business and likely to be so for the foreseeable future? Immediacy, though, 
has hardly been a barrier to other artists, Picasso painted Guernica a matter of 
months after the bombing of the Spanish village in April 1937, while Paul 
Nash’s work between 1917 and 1919 includes some of the most iconic images 
of the First World War. What all of these great works share, however, is their 
capacity to make a strong, often raw denunciation of the futility and destruc-
tiveness of war. Though these themes are also explored in a number of recent 
films, what is delivered is anything but an anti-war rhetoric. The filmmakers, or 
at least most of them, are too skilful to offer us the equivalent of John Wayne’s 
The Green Berets (1968). Instead, as Duncum contends, Megan Leavey and 
other films of this ilk demonstrate “visual strategies that in the past may have 
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been interpreted as anti-war are now used to justify foreign wars but also to 
regard them as endless, a new reality.”

Alice Brumby’s “Tommy Talk: War Hospital Magazines and the Literature 
of Resilience and Healing” challenges the construct of the embittered British 
soldier stripped of his idealism and patriotism by the bungling of his superiors 
and the carnage of the Western Front. She instead draws on war hospital maga-
zines, which have to this point been neglected in the otherwise exhaustive 
explorations of the First World War print culture. There is little evidence of 
Siegfried Sassoon’s excoriation of the “smug-faced crowds … who cheer when 
soldier lads march by” or of the “hell where youth and laughter go.”7 Even in 
2001, those lines were still celebrated for their capacity to communicate to an 
“uninformed public the true reality of the ghastly nature of war.”8 These maga-
zines reveal that Sassoon’s reality was just one of a number. For many wounded 
soldiers, as Brumby’s “Tommy Talk: War Hospital Magazines and the Literature 
of Resilience and Healing” (Chap. 4) informs us, the decision to contribute to 
these magazines and the nature of that contribution was motivated by a “sense 
of genuine patriotism and achievement rather than scathing resistance.” Not 
quite Dulce et decorum est Pro patria mori, but nevertheless their efforts remind 
us that the war poets were not the spokesmen for an entire generation.

The size, scope, and complexity of war can sometimes leave journalists like 
Philip Gibbs “overwhelmed” by the “vastness and horror.”9 Though Stephen 
Roberts might well concede that regional histories cannot mitigate the horror, 
he would probably argue that they are well placed to challenge the vastness. In 
“Wirral and the Great War” (Chap. 5), he observes that regional studies allow 
researchers to test the hypotheses of the national historians while explaining 
local variations. A study of Wirral, which as Roberts informs the geographically 
challenged, is a peninsula 20 miles long and 10 miles wide, defined by the 
Rivers Mersey and Dee and the Irish Sea, and its reaction to the outbreak of 
war is a case in point. Far from exultation, newspaper reports emphasised a 
restrained sense of confidence, unity, and determination. The people of Wirral 
were clearly in no doubt as to the righteousness of the cause for which they 
were preparing to fight. One local mayor spoke of destroyed cathedrals, burnt 
towns, and homeless women and children as a reality on the continent and a 
possible future for England if Germany should prevail. Through the course of 
the war the people were animated by a belief system strengthened by intimate 
links between the home and fighting fronts, ones which enabled them to 
actively and confidently prosecute the war. The memory of war, like all mem-
ory, is indeed mostly local.10

In 1917 John Masefield walked along what remained of the front line from 
the first day of the Battle of the Somme. He was remarkably prescient in his 
belief that one day tourists would “walk at ease where brave men once ran and 
dodged and cursed their luck.”11 In “Touring the Battlefields of the Somme 
with the Michelin and Somme Tourisme Guidebooks” (Chap. 6), Caroline 
Winter compares the Michelin guide of 1920 and the Somme Tourisme guide 
of 2016 and in doing so reveals how the battlefields have evolved from a 
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warscape to a memoryscape presented within a globalised view of the war. 
Interestingly, it is not only the ground that has changed; the very nature of the 
tourist experience has altered. In 1920 a tourist viewed the panorama of a 
warscape whereas the modern visitor can often be enacting an act of remem-
brance during which they view the sites but also participate in commemorative 
activities, talk with local people, walk the ground, attend ceremonies, and learn 
about the war. It is not a process without significant repercussions, given that 
tourism exerts a considerable influence on the creation of “memories” of the 
war in a manner similar to other cultural responses. The editors well remember 
the experience of witnessing the Last Post ceremony at the Menin Gate in 
Ypres and are well aware of the impact of the tourist experience on historical 
understanding.

“Pro patria mori: A Memorial in Music” (Chap. 7) by Phillip Gearing is 
interesting on a number of levels, not the least being the fact that it explores a 
musical response to war poetry rather than a musical response to war. It is a 
valuable reminder that our understanding of past events does not emerge in a 
“pure form” and are in fact filtered through our previous exposure to other 
cultural responses. Gearing visited his great uncle’s grave in France and found 
that he was buried in the same Commonwealth War Grave Cemetery as the 
Canadian soldier-poet John McCrae, who penned the now immortal In 
Flanders Fields. From the very beginning, therefore, Gearing’s response was 
grounded in his shared memory of his grandfather’s grief and the literature of 
the war poets. His musical response Pro patria mori (drawing on Wilfred 
Owen’s classical learning) has been performed to critical acclaim in the 
Australian capital cities of Perth (2014, 2017), Melbourne (2015), and 
Brisbane (2014 selected movements, 2015, 2018) and has been recorded by 
the Winthrop Singers of the University of Western Australia.

In the course of the Second World War over 16 million Americans enlisted 
and, for those who served abroad, they spent on average 16 months “over 
there.” In “The Stamps-Baxter GI School of Music” (Chap. 8), Jeannette 
Fresne explores one of the US government’s initiatives to aid the re-integration 
of ex-servicemen and women into peacetime society. Honourably discharged 
veterans could access grants to use towards their education under Public Law 
78-346, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (the G.I.  Bill). Some 
enrolled in traditional colleges and universities; however, many attended spe-
cialty schools such as the Stamps-Baxter G.I. School of Music in Dallas. Though 
not a large school by any means, with 100 students attending over its six years 
of operation between 1947 and 1953, Fresne’s chapter provides a valuable 
insight into a little-known part of post-war American life. The president of the 
company that ran the school believed that “the young men who faced the hor-
rors of combat, as well as those who were torn from their loved ones, have a 
right to expect us to make every effort possible to give them the training in 
Gospel Music they were deprived of while they were away.” It was, he believed, 
“our duty to give that which we possess.” One wonders whether veterans of 
modern wars feel that such a view is still widely held.
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