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Paris, 11 November 1920, at dawn: a substantial crowd converged on the Place
Denfert-Rochereau, still engulfed by fog. Several hours later, the crowd would
accompany the casket of the Unknown Soldier to the Panthéon. An initial cer-
emony took place here, in which the heart of Léon Gambetta, one of the
founding fathers of the Third Republic, was interred in an urn. The ceremony
thus established a symbolic link between Gambetta and the soldiers of the
Great War. The procession then re-formed at the beginning of the rue Soufflot
and crossed the width of Paris, reaching the avenue des Champs-Elysées and
the Arc de Triomphe, where the Unknown Soldier was finally laid to rest.

The emotion that many people felt that November day stemmed from
the weight of collective mourning that had haunted French society since the
war, but also from the weight of the individual family dramas resulting from
the war. During the ceremony at the Panthéon, a symbolic family accompa-
nied the casket of the Unknown Soldier. This family consisted of a father and
mother, as well as a widow and an orphan. They were strangers to each other,
unrelated by blood, but all four were mourning a loved one whose body had
never been recovered from the battlefield. “This dead man who will pass
by—he is the child of an entire country in tears, the child of all those who
wait no longer for the impossible return of a departed son,” a journalist for
L’Illustration explained.1

The “Great War,” as it began to be called in 1915, was not only a major
conflict on a worldwide scale. It was a traumatic event in the life of everyone
who lived through it, a war that like no other before left its scars on the inti-
macy of every family circle. For several decades, in light of Philippe Ariès’s
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 pioneering work, historians have studied changes in public and private space.
They then explored the shaping of various forms of intimacy, thanks to the
unearthing of personal archives and to a new interest in the writing of the self.
Intimacy is what lies at the core of a person: the inner space where self-image
is formed, through the body and gestures; the inner space where relationships
to others are shaped, through ties of blood and affection and through the
memories with which we endow places and objects. Only recently has the
social and cultural history of World War I made use of these methodological
gains. Although a vast corpus of testimonial literature exists for the Great War,
it took until the 1990s for the study of public opinion to lead to an analysis of
collective mentalities, and then, individual sensibilities during the conflict.2

Historians subsequently developed new areas of research—the history of the
suffering body,3 the experience of death and of inflicting death, the sexuality
of soldiers and civilians, hatred of the enemy, religious feeling—all revealing
the breadth of the upheavals created by World War I.

This history of intimacy is fragile. This is due to the very nature of the doc-
umentation used (war diaries, letters, soldiers’ memoirs, novels, and short sto-
ries), to the evanescent quality of the traces of war, to the risk of
misinterpreting what is left unsaid in source materials, or to the anachronistic
attribution of psychological traits and social practices from our own time to
events of the past.4 In France, the development of the cultural history of the
Great War has gone hand in hand with debates over whether testimonial lit-
erature about the war can be considered a viable source material, and how it
should be used by scholars.5 Nonetheless, if we admit that methodological
debates such as these are the necessary condition for opening up new per-
spectives, the history of intimacy revitalizes our understanding of the Great
War all the more profoundly.

The First World War was not only the first global conflict, but a true anthro-
pological turning point, 6 for it exposed combatants on the battlefield to never-
before seen levels of violence, resulted in an enormous number of survivors to
mourn without a body to grieve over, and raised new and strange questions for
an entire generation of veterans about their ability to reconnect with private life
following the war. While military history has restricted the study of the Great
War to 1914–1918, a consideration of the conflict’s impact on intimacy must
extend past these strict chronological limits into an endless mourning period
that carried on from generation to generation in family memories. 

A History of Intimacy: New Objects of Study, New Approaches

Analyzing intimacy in wartime means first taking stock of the social and
 cultural upheaval that World War I left in its wake, and going beyond the
numerical approach that has long dominated scholarly work on the war’s
demographic history.7 The most important aspect of large-scale death does not
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lie in military casualties or in a subsequent imbalance in the population pyra-
mid, but in the wide scale of mourning that people were plunged into, and
this has been the focus of the new cultural history of the Great War for the
past twenty years.8 Whether their work addresses war memorials, mourning
rituals, or visits to battlefields after the war, specialists of the cultural history
of World War I emphasize the breadth of the shock wave that affected all the
belligerent nations, particularly France, over the course of several generations.9

No family was spared. The abundance of mourning clothes worn in pub-
lic during and after the war attests to this. Whether war widows, orphans, or
parents of soldiers killed in action, an entire society spent its days dressed in
dark colors, with a subtle gradation evolving from deep black to light gray
with the passing of time. The aged mourned the young, often many times
over. Parents mourned the loss of several sons; women mourned the loss of a
fiancé, of more than one friend. In a magnificent, posthumously published
work about her mother Jeanne, the eminent French scholar of Antiquity
Jacqueline de Romilly describes this succession of losses during the Great War:
“You have to imagine that for Jeanne, everything was falling apart. Her hus-
band would never return, nor would her younger brother Pierre, who was
killed on 18 September 1914, two weeks before my father. Only, I don’t know
how long it took for her to find out. Doubtless less time than with my father,
such that further disaster seemed like a heightened possibility, with the pain
of mourning two losses occurring so closely together. The Colonel’s two sons,
my father’s two friends, also died very early on. Whereas the other Pierre, my
father’s brother, survived until the end, only to be killed as the Armistice was
being signed.”10

Another indicator of this widespread grief was omnipresence of memories
of the dead in family conversations. In a short autobiography published in
1987, the historian Raoul Girardet, born in 1917, poignantly testifies to this:
“As for the dead themselves, they remained strangely present. They were the
ones we heard mentioned almost daily in adults’ conversations: a husband, a
son, a brother, a cousin, ‘killed in Champagne,’ ‘killed in the Éparges,’ ‘killed
in the Argonne.’ It was also their faces—such young faces—that we saw as
soon as we entered a friend’s house: on a table, on a chest of drawers, frozen
in what was then the dignity of the ritual of having a photograph taken. Smil-
ing or thoughtful, with a short, well-trimmed mustache, sometimes hunched
up in the stiffness of a uniform that was still brand new.”11

Contrary to the nineteenth-century customs observed when someone
died surrounded by family, the war put an end to all the procedures in prepa-
ration for mourning. It abolished the rites of separation that went along with
the first moments of loss: the clock that was stopped, the curtains that were
drawn, the keeping watch over the body.12 But what especially cut at the heart
of mourners’ pain was the absence of bodies to grieve over, since they
remained on the battlefield. In France, families had to wait until passage of the
law of 31 July 1920, and until the governmental decree of 28 September 1920,
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in order for the repatriation of bodies to begin—and even then, only a third of
some 700,000 bodies could be identified. More than 600,000 others were sim-
ply lost in the chaos of battle, ripped apart by shells, swallowed up in the mud,
or abandoned for too long in No Man’s Land. In these circumstances, the bur-
ial ceremony for the Unknown Soldier on 11 November 1920, took on con-
siderable importance. That day, all the dead returned home, including those of
whom nothing remained. It is for good reason that the cultural history of the
Great War reminds us of the role played by the body in the experience of a
new degree of violence in war: mutilated bodies13 or bodies poisoned by mus-
tard gas14 represented traces of World War I’s brutality; the raped bodies of
French or Belgian women were symbols of the homeland invaded and soiled
in 1914;15 the destroyed bodies of the dead were metaphors of absence and
endless mourning.16

The violence of war rendered the distinction between public and private
space a fragile one, which could no longer serve as a screen to block out the
brutality of the outside world. Beginning in the 1830s, a new way of organiz-
ing private living space took shape in Western Europe.17 This expansion of
intimacy had various forms: the specialization of spaces within private homes,
the valorization of the couple and the nuclear family, growing intolerance of
lack of privacy and bad smells,18 the search for times and places “for one-
self.”19 A distinction must of course be made here between urban and rural
Europe, which did not evolve at the same pace. Nonetheless, by bringing
together so many bodies in close proximity, the trenches—as a long-term way
of life and not the simple defensive system of the American Civil War or the
Boer War20—forced many soldiers to accept living conditions that had become
intolerable for them. The preservation of intimacy, of a private space, was pro-
foundly threatened in the trenches.

Mud infiltrated everything, swallowed up dead bodies and threatened to
drown the living. “Membranes have become permeable: the skin can no
longer separate the inside and the outside, the self and the world,” as the his-
torian Santanu Das notes.21 The key idea here is that of the threshold: thresh-
olds between interior and exterior, thresholds in degrees of intimacy,
thresholds between bearable and unbearable—which varied according to the
individuals, social frameworks, and in all likelihood, the social groups being
studied. Soldiers often seemed to sink into war step by step, by successively
renouncing those things that were part of their life before the war.22 The
French ethnologist Robert Hertz, a student of Émile Durkheim and Marcel
Mauss, was doubtless one of the most perspicacious observers of the elimina-
tion of intimacy in the trenches.23 The lack of privacy, the permanent feeling
of danger, the absence of personal hygiene, life with rats, vermin, and cadav-
ers were all new ordeals for him and his comrades in arms. In the correspon-
dence that he maintained with his wife Alice until his death near Verdun in
April of 1915, he carefully noted the changes that the war introduced into sol-
diers’ sensibilities: the suffering caused by the lack of hygiene and by the  rigors
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of the climate, the way that the soldiers had to deal with a new world of
sound.24 “This was something that was to accompany us all through the war,
that habit of jumping at any sudden and unexpected noise,” noted the Ger-
man writer Ernst Junger. “Whether it was a train clattering past, a book falling
to the floor or a shout in the night—on each occasion, the heart would stop
with a sense of mortal dread.”25 Soldiers got into the habit of keeping their ears
open for the trajectory of shells, identifying each kind by the sound it made.
Henri Barbusse, in a letter to his wife, wrote: “To the deafening sound of dry,
dull, strident explosions stretched out on all sides by echoes, were added the
whistles and bangs of bullets and the blast of passing shells: roars and wails,
very precisely, and the wheezing of locomotives moving at top speed.”26 The
Great War required an entire re-ordering of the hierarchy of the senses: sight,
touch, and smell were confined to the maze of the trenches, with its nebulous
outlines, but conversely, the sense of hearing was sharpened, since it was the
only way to discern danger in a world of reduced visibility.27

Yet, a kind of physical well-being went along with this outdoor life. Robert
Hertz, for example, accepted the lack of private space, which seemed to him
the price to pay for discovering a new world and new sensations. He expressed
thus his astonishment at the physical toughness he was acquiring in war:
“More recently, I had a little sore throat that in civilian life I might have per-
haps called an infection.” To read the work of this French ethnographer is to
realize that life in the trenches brought along with it not so much a loss of pri-
vate space as a kind of re-creation of the personal world of each soldier. Hertz
admired his fellow soldiers’ ability to develop the know-how that allowed
them to better adapt to the war. Whether focusing on art created in the
trenches, on soldiers’ spirituality, or on their letters home, the latest work of
historians confirms the capacity of soldiers in the Great War to maintain a per-
sonal identity in the face of the profoundly dehumanizing experience of war.28

During the long waiting periods that defined life on the front lines, sol-
diers tried to stave off boredom in a multitude of ways, especially by recycling
the material world of the war—casings and fragments of shells—into artisanal
objects like rings, vases, and crucifixes. These personal creations were full of
nostalgia for a lost world, as in the case of the erotic sculptures in the Chauf-
four grotto in the Oise département.29 They also expressed the hope of soon
returning to the (clearly idealized) pre-war world, as did the embroidery done
by a prisoner of war, Wéllèle: it shows him welcomed home by his wife and lit-
tle daughter, in a house typical of the countryside of northern France, while at
the same time a series of dates in the embroidery—1914-1915-1916-1917-
1918—marks the endless length of his captivity.30 This rediscovery and analy-
sis of material culture, along with the development of battlefield archaeology31

and with the creation of museums such as the Museum of the Great War in
Péronne, in the Somme,32 offers a fascinating perspective on the conditions in
which soldiers had to renegotiate intimacy and privacy, whether in spatial or
emotional terms.
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The same is true of war photography. We know that the use of cameras in
combat zones was strictly forbidden unless previously authorized, for reasons
of military security. Private photographs thus represent a deliberate transgres-
sion of military authority, yet a relatively large number were taken.33 While
fighting on the Vosges front between 1915 and 1918, private Marcel Felser
managed to photograph several dozens of his fellow soldiers: close friends,
comrades-in-arms, a cigarette between their fingers, or busy with artisanal cre-
ations, or at table around a meal, their images captured during a moment of
calm. The rigidity of the pre-war photographic ritual, with its serious faces and
solemn poses, disappeared somewhat in the exceptional circumstances of the
war. Moments of sharing, momentary escapes from the war, the pho-
tographs—carefully preserved by soldiers or sent to their families—speak of
the re-creation of intimacy in the company of fellow soldiers.34

Threats to private space and intimacy, which were unavoidable in the
trenches, also weighed on civilians. Their experience of war has been misun-
derstood for a long time, and has recently been the subject of several impor-
tant studies, as much in the context of the 1914 invasion as in that of the
occupation.35 Rural and urban areas destroyed by battles, pillaged houses, fam-
ily heirlooms scattered at the will of invasions and occupations—all of these
things left lasting traces of what the war meant, of the extent of its assaults on
the body, on domestic spaces, on everyday objects. In describing destroyed
houses, numerous witnesses compared them to mutilated bodies, as if to
underscore that they were not only material goods but fragments of one’s
identity. In this way, the former Minister of Foreign Affairs Gabriel Hanotaux
recalled his home département of the Aisne and its “desert of broken-down
walls, of gaping windows, of facades that let black tears fall down their faces
in the rain drowning them.”36

The violence of modern warfare therefore reached all the way into private
or intimate space. It was even sometimes deliberately aimed at such space. It
is not by chance that in phases of invasion or withdrawal, unstable and dan-
gerous periods, armies spent their fury by attacking houses on the inside, soil-
ing them with excrement or vandalizing them, as the German army did
during the conquest of Belgium and Northern France in the summer of 1914
and during its defeat in the fall of 1918.37 Through the deliberate degradation
of what belonged to the enemy, soldiers emphasized the distance between
national identities. The enemy became the object of revulsion and disgust.
Group boundaries were re-affirmed. What remains to be written here is a his-
tory of defilement, which, as the anthropologist David Le Breton explains,
“constitutes a real or symbolic threat to a sense of identity,”38 along with its
corollary, a history of disgust.39

Testifying under oath before a French commission charged with investi-
gating the crimes of the German army, a French lieutenant colonel described
his arrival in the Château de Bauzemont, in the Meurthe-et-Moselle départe-
ment, on 21 October 1914: “The castle’s rooms were in an indescribably dirty
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state. In the billiard room in particular, a large amount of fecal matter was
spread over the floor…”40 The mayor of Sempigny, in the Oise département,
made the same observation when he came back to his village in the spring of
1917, after it had been evacuated by German troops: “The houses had been left
in revoltingly dirty state. There was garbage everywhere, excrement in the fur-
niture drawers, in the armoires, and even in our milk jug.”41 Anthropologists
rightly emphasize the close connections among various forms of violence dur-
ing periods of invasion: the destruction of homes, the destruction of cemeter-
ies, and sexual violence against women. All target the enemy in its most
private aspect, by harming both the memory of families and their lineage.42

In 1915, the American novelist Edith Wharton received authorization to
visit the Meurthe-et-Moselle département in order to participate in the distrib-
ution of food and medical supplies. She was able to enter a variety of houses,
and in an article written for Scribner’s Magazine, she described the deliberate
damage done to them by the invading armies: “The photographs on the walls,
the twigs of withered box above the crucifixes, the old wedding-dresses in
brass-clamped trunks, the bundles of letters laboriously written and as
painfully deciphered, all the thousand and one bits of the past that give mean-
ing and continuity to the present—of all that accumulated warmth nothing
was left but a brick-heap and some twisted stove-pipes!”43 To attack homes—
spaces that surround people, protect them, and contain their memories—is to
stamp them indelibly with the conquerors’ mark and assault the inhabitants’
very identity. The beds that formerly welcomed the inhabitants’ bodies were
now deliberately soiled.44 Mantel clocks and grandfather clocks were broken:
the stopped time marked forever the moment of destruction.45 The desecra-
tion of domestic space, a space of conviviality and hospitality, also made the
return to intimacy more difficult.

Different modes of resistance emerged in reaction to these acts of aggres-
sion. When domestic spaces were threatened, people clung more tightly to
objects, which were hidden or taken into exile in the hope of preserving some
part of prewar life. Forced displacement during periods of invasion sent floods
of refugees out on the road, taking mattresses and furniture with them, even
when such encumbrances risked slowing them down in their flight. Lacking
much material value, these fragments of a past life acquired a strong symbolic
value: they spoke of the warmth, if not the comfort of prewar life, the promise
of recreating domestic space in exile, and doubtless, over the long term, the
dream of returning home. “It was not rare to see a household with no clothes
except what they had on, dragging with them a sack full of various kinds of
embroidered linen: tea doilies, placemats, piano covers, table centerpieces,
nightdresses with Richelieu embroidery, pocket squares, bed sheets, and nap-
kins embroidered in fil tiré,” remarked the sub-prefect of Blanc, in the Indre
département, who saw refugees from the north pass by in 1914. “It was not a
costly item from a department store, it was not an antique knick-knack that
the woman of the house chose as a souvenir of the home that she might never
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return to; it was the table linen and bed linen, which spoke of all the intimacy
of life up to that point.”46

Lastly, along with the radicalization of war in the twentieth century, there
was an increased surveillance of everything having to do with private space,
whether surveillance by the State or by other socializing institutions such as
churches and other associations. Anything that risked obstructing the general
mobilization was identified and taken under control. Various kinds of “personal
time” were perceived as time stolen from the cause; the organization of soccer
matches, the operating hours of theaters, music halls, and cafés were all care-
fully regulated in the name of respect for morale. The promotion of self-disci-
pline in matters of food was an integral part of the economic mobilization. The
roles assigned to each age group were redefined. The case of children, as several
recent studies indicate, is particularly telling.47 Children ultimately were the
focal point of attention, both because they embodied the future and because
they symbolized the continuity of French society. Children were made part of
the war effort via a diffusion of the culture of war in the schools, although it is
not easy to evaluate the true impact this might have had on children.48

Any threat to the patriarchal status quo or to sexual morality also came
under fire. This “politicization of the body,” evident in all societies at war but
especially so in the context of total war, took various forms: the reaffirmation
of gender roles via war propaganda, the call for the denunciation of immoral
practices, the condemnation of adultery, the expansion of family policy, the
strict regulation of prostitution.49 The focus on sexualized bodies (more so on
women’s than men’s) and on controlling their drive is a good indicator of dan-
gers and tensions in wartime: the feeling of a loss of manhood in soldiers, suf-
fering as they did from the separation from their loved ones and from the fear
of adultery, fear of the loss of privacy, of displaced peoples on the move, vene-
real disease. In certain cases, the war was perceived as an opportunity for mor-
alizing. On the family policy front, victory was played out in such a way that
re-populating the country became a national duty.50

Letters and the Construction of Intimacy

Wartime puts men and women at a distance. It also separates family members
and groups of friends.51 It gives paramount importance to written correspon-
dence, that privileged link between the front lines and the home front in the
case of World War I, especially during the first months of the conflict, when
soldiers had not yet accrued leave.52 In combat zones, letters were waited for,
read, and re-read, sometimes learned by heart; they were carefully treasured,
kept close to the body, in shirt and jacket pockets, like relics of another life.
They had their own materiality: smells, mud stains, ink stains, blood stains.
They were delivered to soldiers in the heart of the chaos of the front lines,
opening a window onto somewhere else, another temporality and other
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places. Mail delivery at the front was a sacred ritual that gave some rhythm to
the extreme slowness and boredom of military life. Soldiers took advantage of
periods of inactivity in order to write back to their loved ones, to reassure
them, to manage their affairs and property from a distance. In all these
respects, World War I does not differ from other conflicts, except that it repre-
sents a distinct turning point in the history of letter writing, especially in
France. Without a doubt, the French had never before written to each other so
much. According to some estimates, nearly a million letters were sent daily to
the French Army alone.53 The records of the Army Chief of Staff tell us that
three to four million letters traveled between the front lines and the home
front every day.

Of course, several interpretations of this widespread social practice are
possible. On a global scale, the impressive number of letters written and
received illustrates the profound literacy of European societies before the out-
break of the Great War, the place of writing in the public sphere, and finally,
how a practice formerly limited to the educated classes became commonplace.
Thanks to the exceptional source that is the contrôle postal aux armées, soldiers’
letters give us a precise view of the way troops’ morale evolved during the con-
flict.54 Furthermore, the letters allow us to explore the changing relationships
of couples and the expression of feelings in the period 1914–1918, provided
that homogenous documentary sources are used over the long term55 and pro-
vided that one does not succumb to the illusion that people express them-
selves openly and without any reserve in their letters.56

Indeed, letter writing is a social practice with its own set of codes, and its
rules are well known: at the beginning of the letter, a reminder of the condi-
tions in which the letter is being written; references to feelings of absence,
frustration, and missing loved ones; attempts to make up for the distance by
means of the letter being sent.57 In wartime, furthermore, letter writing is sub-
ject to the double constraint of military censorship and self-censorship, which
prevents soldiers from revealing in much detail the violence of combat, in
order to spare their families. The letters that the novelist Henri Barbusse wrote
to his wife Hélyonne, daughter of the Parnassian poet Catulle Mendès, give a
good example of this. In early January 1915, Barbusse’s regiment took part in
the battle of Crouy, in the Soissons sector. On the 11th, when fierce combat was
at its height, he wrote: “For two days—yesterday and the day before—there
really hasn’t been any way [to write to you], since we have been so busy in the
trenches this time … At the present moment, we’re still really being bumped
around.” On the 14th, Barbusse limited himself to noting that “the week was
rather intense.” It was only on the 25th, under pressure from his wife’s ques-
tions, that he admitted reluctantly: “we had, in the end, in our section, one
man out of every two knocked out.”58

The way soldiers spoke was rarely used in letters addressed to civilians. It
was a “fresh idiom,” crude and coarse, as Paul Fussell has called it in regard to
the Second World War,59 a language forged in order to seal the bond between
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comrades-in-arms. Soldiers experienced a kind of bilingualism, which points
to the existence of two intertwined identities: the slang of the trenches
between brothers-in-arms, and the language of civilians in their epistolary
relationships with the home front. In the same way that objects of war such as
shells and cartridges were re-fashioned by the soldiers into jewelry, crucifixes,
or vases and then sent to their families, the soldiers’ words underwent a simi-
lar metamorphosis before being used in letters home.

More fundamentally, following the conclusions of the historian Odile
Roynette, the soldiers were often “little inclined to expressing confidences or
to opening up, conforming in this way to the models of a taciturn virility,
rooted in them by their upbringing, military training, and the ordeals of com-
bat.”60 France’s mobilization for war took place through the exaltation of man-
liness and courage, the repression of sentimentalism, and the disapproval of
expressing private emotions openly, since the collective interest took prece-
dence. Not only did the war take up the masculine behavioral codes refined in
the nineteenth century, it heightened them by stigmatizing those who were
the most fragile or emotional.61 What must then be deciphered in letters from
the wartime years are the strategies put into play by soldiers for expressing
their emotions without contravening the dominant model of virility. Feelings
about brothers-in-arms that could not be spoken—worry for a wounded man,
the pain felt when a friend died—were more easily expressed for the animals
that accompanied soldiers into combat zones, particularly horses, comrades in
misfortune in the hell of the trenches. Describing animal suffering, such as the
agony of wounded horses on the battlefield, seems to be their way of talking
about the experience of war, using the physical proximity of animals and sol-
diers in combat zones, and humanizing domesticated animals. Soldiers grieved
for their horses, openly expressing sorrow for wounded animals and violently
condemning the harsh treatment they suffered.62

The most recent work on wartime correspondence has given us more
complete versions of soldiers’ letters, breaking with an editorial tradition that
expurgated their most personal aspects. The correspondence between Paul
and Marie Pireaud, published by Martha Hanna, offers some superb passages
describing the pain of absence and of missing the beloved’s body: “How I
long to come back home to taste once again those caresses that you promised
me and to forget, as you put it, the rest of the world. I am holding on to your
letters and if you do not keep your promises, I will show them to you and
remind you that you promised to make me a truly happy man,” wrote Paul.63

In another register, the correspondence between Constant and Gabrielle M.,
recently published by Jean-Yves Le Naour, expresses sexual desire in a very
crude way. This couple from the Jura, married since 1904, experienced war as
a physical separation, as a painful lack of intimacy that progressively trans-
formed their exchange of letters, from June 1915 until Constant’s death in
Salonika in 1916, into a kind of erotic game where the vocabulary of sex was
used in all its forms, in all its diversity, with spectacular vigor and inventive-
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ness.64 Intimacy here was perceived as a sort of horizon of the future. Perhaps
their intimacy would even be renewed, reinvigorated by the experience of
war? Would lovers love better, more passionately, when they reunited after
the war?

At most, the marital correspondences of the Great War renegotiated the
“epistolary pact” codified in the nineteenth century, as described in detail by
Roger Chartier.65 They constructed intimacy in the midst of the trenches,
where a collective lifestyle prevailed.66 Whereas couples writing letters in
peacetime staged the very conditions in which the letter was written (the
writer alone in a room of the house, imagining away the absence of the
beloved), the soldier described the moment when he took up the pen as time
stolen from the war and from the overwhelming presence of his comrades-in-
arms. “Here I am again next to you, for since I am unoccupied, I would con-
sider my day ill spent if I did not approach this pitiful piece of paper in order
to chat with you for a moment,” wrote Marcelin Prosper Foirac, a farmer from
Quercy, at the beginning of a letter to his wife Joséphine.67 Furthermore,
because they circulated within the heart of the family sphere, letters doubtless
contributed to strengthening the bonds between those who waited feverishly
at home for news of their loved ones.68 The historian Michelle Perrot has an
excellent way of putting it: letters were “the lifeblood of families.”69

But this epistolary pact also had its limits, and most soldiers were aware of
them: the impossibility of managing the domestic sphere from a distance, the
anguish men felt at being deprived of their traditional role, the fear of infi-
delity and adultery, and more fundamentally, a feeling of mutual incompre-
hension that inevitably left its mark on the relationships between soldiers and
civilians. How could war be described to civilians who had never left their
home village or region? How could the countryside destroyed by combat be
compared to the countryside in peacetime? The climate of one’s area of origin
to the harshness of winter or heat waves spent in the trenches? The language
of wartime letters is made up of compromises and approximations. No one
was fooled by it; most people accepted it, most of the time. “What mud, what
mire, what night marches in the ditches! You cannot imagine,” wrote Henri
Barbusse in a letter to his wife. “It’s impossible to give you an idea. You have
to see it,” a young Marcel Papillon confirmed in a letter to his parents.70 The
postwar transition period would be, then, a key moment in reconstructing
identities and redefining the ways in which intimacy functioned—a moment
when those who had been separated had to learn to live together again, with-
out the mediation of the written word.

Renegotiating Intimacy After Returning from the War

When they came home, veterans and civilian refugees sometimes had to face
the terrible realization that next to nothing remained of the life they had
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known. “The land is inaccessible, the roads are blocked, the bridges broken, the
pathways diverted,” according to the testimony of the historian Gabriel Hano-
taux, originally from the Aisne, a département that had been almost 90 percent
destroyed by the end of World War I. Of his family home, “nothing remained:
everything had been pillaged before the fire. I took up a square of faience and
said to my family when I went home: here’s your house.”71 Reconstruction
must then begin: post-war periods inevitably hesitate between modernization
and reconstitution (the term used by those who lived through the Great War).
Whenever any reconstruction proved impossible, the victims of disaster often
kept with them the key to their old house, a photograph, or a blueprint.

Sometimes, carrying on a name was a sign of the attempt to cope with the
loss of a loved one, in keeping with the tradition of honoring the memory of
the deceased. People readily named newborns after someone who had died in
the war. This was the case with the philosopher Louis Althusser, baptized with
the name of his mother’s first fiancé, a pilot killed in action. He wrote, “When
she looked at me, it was doubtless not me she saw, but behind my back, under
an infinite imaginary sky forever marked by death, someone else, this other
Louis whose name I bore but who I was not, this dead man in the sky of Ver-
dun and the pure sky of a past that was always present.”72 In Normandy, the
little village of Allemagne [Germany] changed its name (a difficult one to
have, it is true, after the Great War) to Fleury-sur-Orne, in memory of the vil-
lage of Fleury-devant-Douaumont, which had been completely destroyed dur-
ing the battle of Verdun.

The return home meant that the moment of reunion with family and
friends had finally come, but at what cost? Postwar societies in mourning were
taking stock of the number of casualties, of “those who would never return”—
and those who came home alive often had a difficult time living with what the
psychiatrist William G. Niederland would later call Survivor Syndrome, in the
wake of World War II.73 On the day the armistice was signed, 11 November
1918, the writer Jane Catulle-Mendès, whose son Primice had been killed in
April 1917, noted these simple words in La Prière sur l’enfant mort [Prayer Over
the Dead Child]: “Tears… tears…” She added, “The mere thought of those
handsome soldiers, like him, who will be welcomed home in the light of day,
makes me collapse with uncontrollable despair.” 74 Others lived in expectation
of additional news about their loved ones. To write the history of the return to
the intimacy of private life requires being attentive to the reunions of differ-
ent kinds of bodies: the emaciated bodies of prisoners of war, bodies worn out
by the fatigue of war, the bodies of those young soldiers barely out of adoles-
cence when they left for the front, and who returned taller and more mature—
in other words, bodies that their loved ones sometimes struggled to recognize.

Yet more obstacles appeared after months of separation. Concurrent ways
of narrating the conflict were sketched out by those who had lived through it.
Veterans often complained of civilians’ inability to understand them, but at
the same time, argued that their experience of war was impossible to describe.
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For their part, prisoners of war struggled to take stock of a painful experience
that in many ways had transformed them. Civilians who had not fought had
to suffer with seeing all they had endured forgotten, since official memory
generally tended to privilege the soldiers’ experience.75 Because of changes in
society during the conflict and the prolonged absence of soldiers, and due to
their radically different ways of life, men and women sometimes found it
problematic to renegotiate their relationships with each other. The upheaval
in these relationships has been amply studied in the general context of post-
war societies and public space: economic competition between men and
women, debates over full citizenship rights for women.76 Insofar as the private
sphere is concerned, however, there remains work to be done. What norma-
tive discourses do postwar societies develop about the role of fathers, about
gender roles, about sexuality, the place of children in the family unit and the
relationships between the generations? What is the impact of war on the life
of a couple and on family life, and how can this impact be evaluated?

By using documentary sources that involve writing the self (diaries, let-
ters) but also judicial sources (divorce decrees, family court records, the laws
concerning minors), medical archives, and the methods of oral history,77 his-
torians can explore new territory in the history of the First World War. All the-
ses sources pave the way for understanding the relationship of individuals to
their own body, to their familiar haunts, and to their family and friends, in a
postwar world where every aspect of life was slated for reconstruction: the per-
ception of time and space, the system of norms, and even the sense of the
future. To study the return to private life and the renegotiation of intimacy
allows us to examine the complexity of the mechanisms at work when a soci-
ety turns away from war.

These mechanisms are all the more complex because a kind of nostalgia
linked some individuals to the wartime period. “He began to miss the war.
Well, not the war. The wartime years. He had never gotten over it. He had
never been able to find the rhythm of life again. He was still living in the day-
to-day of the war. In spite of himself,” wrote Aragon in Aurélien.78 If the former
participants in the conflicts sometimes struggled to reintegrate the family cir-
cle and the private sphere, it was also because the solidarity they felt with their
fellow soldiers had been a decisive factor in their survival. “We are marked
with a secret sign that you cannot see,” Jules Isaac asserted in 1919. “We have
come back from the dead.”79

The “nostalgia for the front” described by the theologian Pierre Teilhard
de Chardin in a famous work80 goes even farther: his was a nostalgia for an
exceptional experience of faith, where the believer, stripped of all superfluity,
had to face danger constantly and thus had to give himself over completely to
God. “I cannot do without the battlefront anymore,” he admitted. The coun-
terpart to nostalgia is a kind of disillusion that dominates postwar life and
whose history largely remains to be written. Within the family unit, some
children had a difficult time adjusting to the return of their father and the
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sometimes awkward reaffirmation of his authority. On a collective scale, the
rejection of the return to ordinary life could occur through a “disinvestment
in the future” that a number of veterans experienced. “We found old newspa-
pers on our table, unopened letters from the month of August, 1914; we read
about our plans from that time, we tried to resume our usual occupations
again. And none of all this seemed in the least worthy of interest to us. Many
gaps, many absent men,” remarked Pierre Champion, a veteran of World War
I, in a book published in 1924. He added, “We had dreamed of a new world,
and what we found instead was a very gray, monotonous one.”81

“Normalization” was one of the fundamental notions of the postwar tran-
sition period, whether it was used to describe relationships between individu-
als, family structures, or consumer culture. But what does it describe? In some
cases, the attempt, which was of course impossible, to return to prewar times,
thus a failed attempt at “restoration.” Elsewhere, it referred to fierce reintegra-
tion into the norm, a standardization of behavior. In any case, the idea of a
“return to normalcy,” expressed by many writers, was rapidly shown to be
unsatisfactory, for it gave the impression of continuity between prewar and
postwar norms.  Reality was different: the postwar world reinvented its norms,
taking into consideration the experience of the war. It is unlikely, for example,
that levels of violence could be evaluated in the same way in the wake of a
conflict as brutal as World War I, as George Mosse’s work suggests.82

For some fifteen years, the future of violence in war has given rise to a
number of studies addressing the issue of “brutalization” (some prefer the
term ensauvagement, “making savage”) of postwar societies. Originating in
criminology and then in the psycho-social study of veterans, questions about
individual violence after the return from war has given way to work on col-
lective violence, especially on the transfer of battlefield violence to violence 
in the political arena after the war.83 This polarization of behavioral norms
should not cause other areas of research to be overlooked. The history of bod-
ily sensibilities during wartime is in its infancy;84 for the postwar period, it
remains to be written. What we do know is that the first kind of re-adaptation
that veterans had to deal with was the return to the sensory environment of
peacetime. In their notebooks and in their letters, most soldiers noted the
“silence” that fell over the front on the morning of 11 November 1918. Oth-
ers spoke of how difficult it was for them, once home, not to look at the coun-
tryside through an infantryman’s eyes—not to imagine trenches there, or
anticipate danger lurking behind bushes and instinctively look for shelter. For
example, this speech by a school principal in Bayonne, imbued with a paci-
fism that characterized veterans’ groups in the 1930s: “At the end of the war,
back in my village, my lovely Basque village—and here again I blush at the
thought of admitting this abominably twisted thinking to you, but I want to
be completely truthful—it was through warriors’ eyes that I saw our gorgeous
countryside, covered in greenery and flowers. Here on that ridge, a terrific spot
for a combat squad to take up position; there, a superb ambush route; farther
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on, in that subsidiary summit, an ideal position for a machine gun. Oh, the
beautiful waves of enemy infantry it would mow down! Everywhere, in the
most lovely settings, the most peacefuf—the obsession with combat, with
killing, with death...”85

For still others, the sight of blood, odors that were too strong, or anything
else that reminded them of their combat experience was unbearable86. At a
conference held in Strasbourg several years ago, Étienne Bloch shared a mem-
ory of his father, the eminent historian Marc Bloch, who was a veteran of
World War I: “I think I never heard my father talk about the war. This silence
was broken only once and I will tell you under what circumstances, for this
memory is forever inscribed in my mind. That day, we were in an antique shop
in a small city, I don’t know which one anymore, and my father abruptly
went outside, leaving my mother and me behind… He could not bear the sight
of the mannequins leaning against a wall. It reminded him too much of the
corpses that were his constant companions during the war.”87

What was understood but left unspoken most of the time was the failure
or difficulty of returning to normalcy, which moreover took various forms: the
violence of gender relations, the marginalizing of disabled soldiers; or, in the
family circle, a feeling of disillusionment when the actual return did not cor-
respond to the one the soldier had imagined. There was, in fact, a gulf sepa-
rating all that people had imagined during the conflict—the return home long
dreamed of by soldiers and their families in their letters, 88 the physical reha-
bilitation of disfigured veterans as celebrated in propaganda—and the reality
of forlorn widows, fragile couples, disabled soldiers prevented from contribut-
ing to economic life.89 “I would have wanted Guynemer’s love!” confided a
young woman in the readers’ letters section of the women’s magazine Femina.
“My dearest desire would have been to share his life … to fly far away with
him, forever!!!”90

After the war, numerous articles in medical journals theorized impotence
as “trench illness” and as a symptom of the contrast between desire and real-
ity.91 In the nineteen twenties and then in the nineteen thirties, the physiolo-
gists Wilhelm Stekel and Léon Strominger, as well as the psychiatrist Sacha
Nacht, studied the relationship between the Great War and sexual problems.
Some veterans said they were “out of proportion” to the new conditions of life
in peacetime, while others perceived themselves as “diminished.” When he
published Aurélien in 1944, the key novel about the return from the Great War,
Louis Aragon provided one of the most successful portraits of all that happens
during a postwar transition period: how identities vacillate, how difficult it is
for survivors to re-integrate a new sense of time and space and to renegotiate
the complex relationship with a loved one.

How can we show the imperfections, the failures, and the tensions (some-
times temporary) that were manifested at the end of the war, when we strain
to perceive its harshness at such a distance? In other words, how can we
retrace all the stages of a return to intimacy, with its risks, hesitations, and
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uncertainties, during the course of a long and sometimes painful reconstruc-
tion of individual identities? The study of the discourses of the immediate
postwar period, or more specifically, the conditions in which survivors spoke
out, constitutes an important piece of the history of a return to intimacy.
Civilians often reacted with horror to the war stories of recently demobilized
soldiers, which made them reluctant to offer further testimony. Discharged in
1919 after two years at war, the philosopher Brice Parain described the story of
his return to civilian life, particularly the reaction of his younger brother: “I
showed him the dark scars in the skin on my face, I spoke only in slang. This
scared him a bit.”92

To talk about intimacy depends not only on the ability to reflect on one-
self and to share one’s feelings, but also on the desire (or refusal) to reveal one-
self, and therefore, to pass on a part of the burden to someone else—a spouse,
child, or close friend. For survivors of a war and a postwar transition period,
any attempt to speak of the difficulties of a return to normalcy is perceived as
a transgression: a transgression against all those—and there were many—who
showed the desire not to get weighed down by the misfortunes of the past, but
to finish as quickly as possible with the war;93 a betrayal of the dead, of whom
the survivors generally saw themselves as the spokesmen and because of
whom no living soul had the right to complain.

To speak out takes time. It sometimes happens by means of evasive tactics,
and always requires an effort. Some preferred to take refuge in silence, which is
the ultimate challenge for a historian. It was the silence of survivors who saw
their experience as impossible to communicate, “as if each man found himself
mysteriously stricken with a disease of language,” Jean Paulhan wrote in 1941.94

A silence that was an inability and a refusal to communicate, but that also
allowed for a return to oneself, putting the tumult of the world at a distance.
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