THOMAS DUKES

Desire Satisfied: War and Love
in The Heat of the Day
and Moon Tiger

IN PREFATORY REMARKS TO
his recent cultural analysis of World War II, Wartime, Paul
Fussell writes:

It is about the rationalizations and euphemisms
people needed to deal with an unacceptable
actuality from 1939 to 1945. And it is about the
abnormally intense frustration of desire in
wartime and some of the means by which desire
was satisfied. The damage the war visited upon
bodies and buildings, planes and tanks and ships,
is obvious. Less obvious is the damage it did to
intellect, discrimination, honesty, individuality,
complexity, ambiguity, and irony, not to mention
privacy and wit. For the past fifty years the Allied
war has been sanitized and romanticized almost
beyond recognition by the sentimental, the loony
patriotic, the ignorant, and the bloodthirsty. I
have tried to balance the scales. (ix)

Fussell’s Wartime disturbs some readers because he does
not address the justice of World War II but, rather, focuses
on the moral and physical atrocities of the conflict which
he feels should not be glossed over even if the war may be
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judged just. Fussell considers the role of the novel in
representing the unromanticized events of World War II and
describes the novelist’s difficulty in writing accurately about
the war:

After scrutinizing closely the facts of the
American Civil War, after seeing and listening
to hundreds of the wounded, Walt Whitman
declared: ‘‘The real war will never get in the
books.”” Nor will the Second World War, and
“‘books’’ includes this one. But the actualities
of war are more clearly knowable from some
books than from others. . . . Sensing that action
and emotion during the war were too big and too
messy and too varied for confinement in one
300-page volume of fiction, the British tended
to refract the war in trilogies, and some are
brilliant: Waugh’s Sword of Honor (1965). . . ;
Olivia Manning’s Balkan Trilogy (1960-1965);
Anthony Powell’s volumes VI, VII, VIII of A
Dance to the Music of Time (1964-68); and again
Manning’s Levant Trilogy (1977-1980). . . .
[But] despite undoubted success as engaging
narratives, few novels of the war have succeeded
in making a motive, almost a character, of a
predominant wartime emotion, boredom, or
persuading readers that the horrors have not been
melodramaticized. One turns, thus, from novels
to ‘‘non-fiction,”” especially memoirs, and
especially memoirs written by participants not
conscious of serving any very elevated artistic
ambition. . . . (290-291)

I quote Fussell at length because the narrative and
thematic problems he discusses are instructive in discussing
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