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“National Ghost”: Three Generations of British Literature on the First World War 

 
Course Description: 
Is the First World War (1914-1918) the “number one national ghost” of England, as former poet 
laureate Ted Hughes once claimed (1965)? Citing as evidence “the shock of machine guns, armies of 
millions, and the plunge into the new dimension, where . . . Adam’s descendants found themselves 
meaningless,” Hughes highlights the unprecedented global realities and incalculable local legacies of 
mass conflict. Sites of memory including battlefields, cemeteries, monuments, and museums 
proliferated in the wake of the carnage. The effort to wrest meaning from the Great War and its 
aftermath in Britain has preoccupied veterans, their contemporaries, and successive generations. At the 
fiftieth anniversary of 1914, Hughes associated the spectre of Wilfred Owen’s war with the power to 
haunt the nation. In this intensive graduate seminar, we will reappraise the complex and variable 
cultural legacies of the conflict over the course of nearly one hundred years. 
 
We will study the shifting concerns of three generations of British writers in works of auto/biography, 
drama, fiction, and poetry on historical trauma, ranging from the testimonies of combatants (Owen and 
Jones), the books of women non-combatants (Woolf and Brittain), texts of the second generation 
(Isherwood and Theatre Workshop), and the writings of the third generation, a group whose 
relationship to the Great War is necessarily mediated and self-consciously belated (Dyer and Barker). 
We will explore frameworks inspired by memory studies, trauma studies, and the sociology of war by 
drawing on an eclectic array of thinkers, and we will also engage with new developments in cultural, 
military, social history. Key concepts that will motivate our conversations include citizen and state, 
gender and generation, media and memory, and testimony and witnessing. 
 
As we approach the centenary of the conflict in 2014, new questions arise regarding the cultural 
reception of the First World War. While annual rites continue to attract large crowds on 11/11, 
ceremonies marked the death of the last British veteran of the Western Front in 2009. Debates on 
representation in historiography and literature must now be undertaken in the absence of living 
memory. In an age of accelerated communications and virtual environments, what explains the 
resurgence of interest in public monuments and war museums? Conversely, how do twenty-first 
century commentators comprehend the receding import of Flanders in post-imperial and post-industrial 
contexts? In the twilight of the conventional nation-state, have recent wars diminished or heightened 
the spectre that Hughes described? The course will conclude with a speculative discussion of the 
special dilemmas, imaginative and psychological, ethical and political, confronting recent writers in their 
efforts to address the haunting legacies of 1914. 
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Required Texts: 

 Wilfred Owen, The War Poems (c. 1918) 
 Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room (1922) 
 Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth (1930) 
 Christopher Isherwood, The Memorial (1932) 
 David Jones, In Parenthesis (1937) 
 Theatre Workshop, Oh What a Lovely War (1965) 
 Geoff Dyer, The Missing of the Somme (1994) 
 Pat Barker, The Ghost Road (1995) 
 Course Reader (various) 

Course Requirements: 

 Participation 
 Seminar Presentation 
 Annotated Bibliography 
 Final Paper 

 


