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You say you are a better soldier:

Let it appear so; make your vaunting true,

And it shall please me well: for mine own part,

| shall be glad to learn of abler men.
Shakespeardulius Caesar
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Introduction

He had been cheerful at tea, but in Squerries #ankod of melancholy stole over

him, and he sang me one melancholy song after anabme French, some German,

ending with the Westmorland folksoRgpor Old HorseFord's voice was not bad, his

ear was good, and the expression he put into thdsaaf the horse's cruel master was

pathetic in the extreme. ... [Then] in the most umyayoice Ford broke in to say

something like this: “I am that poor old horse, dav.. Once | was a brilliant young

poet, a famous writer ... now | am no more use tmanyand they kick me, now they

have got me down. ... Poor old horse ...” | was indesard, seeing this, Ford wept

also; then brushed his tears aside for a momdaobtoat his watch and make sure that

he was not late for his train.

(David Garnett, quoted in Arthur Mizener's
biographyThe Saddest Story
Ford Madox Ford was a writer gifted, by all acca,ntith a preternatural sensibility for
sadness. Indeed, if this sense of melancholy wesely matched by any other quality, it could
only have been his urge to share it; and Garmett@llection shows this in all its force. Here, we
see Ford pulling out all the stops in expressisgshidness—and we can easily believe that,
hearing his gradual descent into musical pathoshantearful identification with the poor,
abused animal, his listener must have broken edcstalong with him.
And yet that moment Garnett, at least, is immetligegked back out of this emotional

resonance. The smallest of actions intervenes: paudes briefly, perhaps even unconsciously,
to check the time; and if we take the suggestigulicit in Garnett's qualifier “for a moment,” he

turns back immediately to weeping. We have no ikobdiFord's experience of the event, but

Garnett, it seems, was taken aback: it is cledrftindnim and for Mizener, it revealed—subtly,
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and perhaps not even consciously—some curiouslyitapt attribute of Ford's. What is clear is
that Garnett was surprised that Ford, in the nofisis tears, would think to check the time: it
was, given Ford's emotional fervor, incongruoust iseems that Garnett, taken aback, was
suddenly made conscious of his own emotional sté¢ewras in tears along with Ford; and yet
when he sees Ford pause to check his watch, he lintself suddenly distanced from the
sorrow that he had just been experiencing, andemgtior unable authentically to return to it.

In any case, it does not appear from Garnettiagethat Ford experienced the same
emotional detachment. On the contrary, might itHag the micro-comedy of his dependence on
the train schedule in the midst of his despair e@niributedto Ford's melancholy? Is there not
a sense, in the Fordian worldview, in which he ¥eas's victim in being reduced to such
baseness—in which he could not even experienciirgadness of his own tragic condition
without being interrupted by the vulgar, humiliginecessity of observing railroad time?

If this reading rightly understands the sequenéevents at Squerries Park, then, it
would suggest that Ford's sensitivity to the tragtained a surprising ability to coexist, not only
with practical concerns, but with even with a congsness of the element of comedy in his own
melancholy. Indeed, it seems the one almost ledgdghe other: overcome by sadness over his
writing career, Ford, suddenly reminded that he stéissubject to the laws of train departures,
could not have helped but notice the disjunctiotwvben his grand misery and continued daily
necessity; and this inability fully to submerge beti into that tragedy—always pulled back by

self-awareness—must only have contributed to mseef misery.

The Good Soldidnas it seems, more than a little in common with Foadternoon in
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Squerries Park. Certainly, it possesses a moregtufiicient dose of tragic elements: adultery
and betrayal among its major characters; multipleides, heart failure, and insanity; and a
series of tepid, maudlin affairs. Yet it is alsorkeal by the same ever-present awareness of
comic potential seen in Garnett's remembranceadt seemingly tragic moment, the novel stops
for a moment, wiping away its tears as though teckhhe time. This self-awareness prevents
the text—perhaps ultimately—from occasioning realress: it seems that comedy subtly and
effectively undermines tragic representation amtiaimental impedes the on-looker—Garnett,
in one case; and the reader in the other—from b@ioged in sympathy with Ford's emotional
claims.

What is the relation between laughter and sadmeBisa Good Soldiethen? Is the comic
an impediment to the tragic—or better put, doesicdreatment subtly anesthetize tragedy,
preventing any sadness from being felt in a teat, thy its own estimation, should be “the
Saddest Story?” Or does Ford still reserve—at #1g ulose of this tragicomedy, or perhaps

even beyond its boundary—the possibility of an antit sadness?

The Good Soldieis the story of two well-to-do couples and the @égehat occur among
them them over the course of a decade. Edward Ashbm—the title character—is a British
officer, retired due to heart trouble, and the omafean English manor. He is generous, honest,
masculine, and apparently universally attractivéhtse around him; he is also slightly slow-
witted, a reader of sentimental novels, and is gteigdly engaged in a long series of affairs. His

wife, Leonora, is the daughter of an economicalyggling Irish Catholic family; she attempts
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to keep the Ashburnhams financially sound agalmestbsts of Edward's affairs, and has all but
given up on regaining his fidelity. Their marriagea sustained struggle between two ideologies,
Ashburnham's 'knightly' generosity and dispositmnomance, and Leonora's commitment to
economy, stability, and respectability.

The Ashburnhams are paired up in a lengthy sociatibwith John Dowell and his wife
Florence. Florence, a Vassar graduate, is Fordtsagaf the 'bright young American,’
perennially giving little historical lessons to tAehburnhams during their travels through the
Continent. Sea travel and the consummation of teriage are both forbidden to her by an
(invented) heart condition—which she uses as ctordner long-standing affair with Edward,
the novel's other 'heart-sick’ protagonist. Theralso a persistent gap, in each character, between
outward self-representation and (often significantbre base) interior motivation. Thus
Florence's love of education and care for thoseratder conceals her two affairs; Leonora's
dedication to her husband rests upon a more fundi@@bsession with keeping their household
economically solvent; and Edward's self-image dashing hero and incorrigible romantic
belies the fantastic, almost school-boyish shalkesgnof his conception of love—a conception
he transfers readily, even ready-made, to eachchegeable lover.

Importantly, much of this information is not inifiaknown to Dowell, the text's narrator.
While Leonora is aware of Edward and Florenceaiafiiroughout its duration, for instance,
Dowell discovers it only later. The plot arc istétre partly epistemological: the novel
progresses simultaneously through its primary abtion and through Dowell's retrospective
realizations of the story.

Within the fiction framework, therfhe Good Soldieis Dowell's written summary of the



two couples' relationship: in effect, Dowell is tfext's narrator. He is, further, an extremely
visible narrator: he pieces together the plot evastthe text advances, gradually recognizing the
various deceptions and false appearances by whkittath been taken in. In addition, he is not
reticent to make emotional demands upon the re&@aevell opens with the famous claim that
“This is the saddest story | have ever heard;”fandrom dry summary, his narrative

consistently insists upon the sadness, tragedyuteass of the events that it relates.

The core of the novel's action is constituted l®ydharacters already mentioned. The
passing characters are tied to the narrative ka@glomantic objects or in brief segues into
back-history by Dowell—Edward, for instance, had h#airs or attachments with a number of
women, including a servant-girl in England, a Spardancer at a casino, and the wife of a major
in the British army. Florence, meanwhile, has haddwn previous affair with a talentless,
unappealing American painter named Jimmy. The em&aming major character bears mention:
the Ashburnham's young ward Nancy, who eventuabpimes another object of Edward's
romantic desire during the novel's lengthy denougme

Were a narrative arc to be traced for the novelpiild be essentially binary. On one
side, there would be the plot action of the nowElyhich the core is the struggle between
Edward and Leonora, the relationship between EdwaddFlorence, the inadvertent discovery
of that relationship by Dowell, Florence's suici#eward's confession of romantic desire to
Nancy—as overheard by Leonora—and Edward's finaldmiafter Nancy is sent back to her
father in India in the throes of a mental breakdo@n the other, there is Dowell's
epistemological progression through the novel cthrecomitant changes and reversals in his

estimations of the other characters, and the gtasdution of his perspectives on society and



love.

It is, in short, a novel full to bursting with cla&ters and plot events, all in a relatively
short narrative space. One imagines, on the basmsocsummary, a novel that draws the reader
into its plot—and into identification, hatred, dtachment with regard to its characters. In brief,
one imagines thathe Good Soldiewill perform what Walter Benjamin has written okthovel:
that

the novel is significant ... not because it presentaeone else's fate to us, perhaps
didactically, but because this stranger's fateiliyer of the flame which consumes it
yields us the warmth which we never draw from oundate. What draws the reader to
the novel is the hope of warming his shivering Viféh a death he reads about (“The
Storyteller,” 101).
The events ofhe Good Soldieas they lead the characters inexorably toward tkde ef their
lives, must inscribe the action of those lives soda of meaningful framework: it is the effect of
narrative itself to give direction, causality, dadnse' to a jumbled web of action. Or to put
Benjamin's claim—perhaps ever so slightly unjustig=ordian terms: to narrate a story means
to invest into it an fundamental, inseparable eamat valuation. Events become a story at the
moment they gain the ability, retold in their logiensemble, to bring tears to the eyes of the
reader.

And yet heréThe Good Soldieis precisely opposed to Benjamin's conceptiors & i
novel that refuses to give (narrative, moral, plipsige) sense to its contents. The narrative
structure—Dowell's often wandering retrospectivecamt of the story—breaks up the plot arc;
and it is difficult to identify any outstanding memts of tension, action, or resolution. Above all,

there is not, at the novel's close, the senseroatnzge conclusion or calm one expects from a

story.lt is precisely as Dowell writes:



| call this the Saddest Story, rather than “ThelAshham Tragedy”, just because it is

S0 sad, just because there was no current to dhiagstalong to a swift and inevitable

end. There is about it none of the elevation thabmpanies tragedy; there is about it no

nemesis, no destiny. Here were two noble people--dan convinced that both Edward

and Leonora had noble natures—here then, were tie matures, drifting down life,

like fire-ships afloat on a lagoon and causing mese heart-aches, agony of the mind

and death. And they themselves steadily deteridPadad why? For what purpose? To

point what lesson? It is all a darkness (109).
Thus ‘fate,’ the essential function of the Benjamomel—and the function which would
constitute a normative interpretive strategy—igcegd absolutely imhe Good Soldier:
Dowell's 'lack of current' is the precise oppos#en to Benjamin's ‘fateThe novel does not
bring the peacefulness immanent in a narrativelosimn; it refuses to give any final sense,
beyond a sort of regretful horror, to the livestsefcharacters. Ultimately, the image provided by
The Good Soldies not the stylization of a meaningful life, but iasistence on meaningless
life, life that is specifically unworthy of artistirepresentation, for its rereading offers nothing.

If it is not a stream but, in Dowell's term, a lagpThe Good Soldieis thus directly

opposed to Benjamin's conception of the noveleitkly resists investing any meaning into its
plot action. One could say even that it attempigugh its complex, fragmented narrative
structure and its constant reversals of charaesergtions, to render the plot as a mere jumble
of events rather than a fluent, causal narrativeis-tiesisting the Benjamian transformation into
'story." Or, put, in Fordian terms, that it refuse#ject emotion into the progression of events:
Ford's intention is that the reader come away fdmwell's narratiorunmovedThis lack of
emotion is the sign of a meaningless narrativindfreader is not drawn into sharing the value
ascribed to each character, object, and eventéogdirator, he will be unable, at the close, to

feel its corresponding loss. And is not the monwaughter—the moment in which Garnett,

seeing Ford pause in the midst of absolute woééalchis watch, suddenly feels played for a
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fool for having cried along with him—the moment wéi¢he emotion that narrative injects into
events is most threatened?

If it insists on calling this emotion into questidmough laughter, theithe Good Soldier
gravely risks wiping out the 'meaning' of its plakat is, it risks absolutely alienating the reader
from his investment into the story. The only cosabun, then, is thathe Good Soldieis not
available to Benjaminian criticism. Consideringtpation in search of some sense or
illumination there cannot assist this reading, bseat was precisely Ford's point that nothing
was there to be found.

Rather, what is vital is this absence itself. Ifvizdl's narration could not, in the end, loan
any sense to these sense-impoverished lives, wleatttiat mean for modernist narrative itself?
Did the life-stories of Ford's world—the life-stesi of retired Edwardian officers and their wives
—offer material that could be, in Benjamin's imagensumed in the novel's flame and give
warmth to its reader?

WhatThe Good Soldiereally treats, then, is not plot but the narrapvecess itself. It is
one step separated from a narration of the evéiitsran lives: instead its primary focus is a
treatment of the effort to give that narration. T&eod Soldiers a novel of narrative: what it
really 'does' as a fictional text is not to telhiian stories, but to consider in detail the telfer o

one such story, and to judge the success or faoluines telling.

In the following chapter, in preparation for a readof The Good Soldiet,describe the
relationship between the novel and Ford's majotezoporary critical text, “On Impressionism.”

It is my thesis there that beneath its vocabul&ryezhnique” and “craftsmanship” for the
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purpose of entertainment, “On Impressionism” gimegortant clues to Ford's artistic endeavor
in The Good SoldieParticularly, it will suggest Ford's crucial awagsa of the risks and
instabilities of the Impressionist approach thatjll argue, defines Dowell's writing method. In
“On Impressionism,” Ford is particularly attunedte comic implications of his method: in
reading the text carefully, it will seem that Fenkn suggests that the most literal Impressionism
canonlyresult in humor when narrating an otherwise traticy, and that the comedy that stems
from this failed attempt at tragedy representsniost threatening implications of laughter for
literary narrative. This fundamental ligature—oeavunseparability—between Impressionist
narratives of tragedy and the sudden comic elethah@ppears in them, | will argue, defines
Ford's case-study of Impressionist narrativéhe Good Soldier.

In the second chapter, | will consider Ford's refathip to feudal ideology, focusing on
the implications of that relationship for the tidad 'key' of the text, “The Good Soldier.”
Through a discussion of the connotations and camwenof the feudal, | will consider to what
degree Edward embodies the construct of The Gotdie®' and to what degree he falls short of
it. Though it is axiomatic here that Edward doessuzceed in representing 'The Good Soldier,
a reading of that failure is still vitally necesgdfor instance: to what degree does Edward's
character remain appealing—that is, to what dedoes Ford remain invested in his nobility or
value? And, how is Edward's failure to represehe'Good Soldier' related to the comic
potential of the novel? Is the failure to adequagehbody the expectations of Ford's 'feudal
background' a central source of this comedy?

This question, though focusing most particularlysoreading of Edward and of the

significance of the title itself, touches on mariyhe novel's major themes—for instance



10
nobility, soldiery, romance, charity, sacrificej@de—terms that seem often to be connoted by
or associated with the feudal. Where possible lliddntify the traditions and conventions
implicated in the novel, and show Ford's constamctf his narrative's systematic failuce
satisfy conventional expectations. This failurel wé consider particularly in light of its comic
value: the fundamental question will be to whatrdeghe 'tragic' themes ®he Good Soldier
become ironic through their juxtaposition with centional expectations. It is my wager here
that Ford's careful construction of these faillwe$allings-short' constitutes the organizational
principle of the novel, an organizational princighat is essentially comic.

The third chapter will further develop a theordt@ecount of the effects of comedy in
Ford's novelThrough a reading of Aristotle and Baudelaire, péa¢o resituate Ford's sense of
the comic not as a instrument meant to entertainag a more fundamental 'trembling' of the
tragic, the serious, and the ethical. Applying Belanle's conception of laughterThe Good
Soldier,I will argue that it is Dowell's own 'valuation' bifs peers that is progressively lost in the
text's comedy, ultimately denying Dowell—and thader—an experience of loss at the close of
the text.

This theoretical argumentation will be used to cdersseveral comic passageslime
Good Soldiershowing that moments that appear to be mere cemiertainment' point upon
closer consideration directly toward the comic egebcies or 'shortfalls' identified in the second
chapter, arguing that Dowell's comic treatmenthoke characters to whom he is least attached
spreads pervasively into the subjects most impbttanim—virtue, soldiery, and Ashburnham
himself. For this reason, comedy ultimately arrigea complete undermining of Dowell's claim

that the novel is “the Saddest Story:” indeed atdlose of his narrative, | will argue, there is
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literally no sadness at all, an absence that delihe Good Soldi&s perspective on modern
tragedy and tragic representation.

In a brief conclusion, | will offer a final discues of the effects of this 'absence of
sadness' from a text that insists so heavily ufgotragic qualities. Does comedy itself ultimately
produce a 'tragedy of detachment' at the closkeohovel? Even in spite of—or because of—the
novel's comic treatment of tragic events, theia iss close an enormous sadness in Dowell's
inability to portray himself as having sufferedIress. This sufferindpecause of the failure of
tragedymay itself, as Ford had found in the opening pas$&ge, be a cause of sadness. | will
thus argue that this final, sudden turn towardsttagedy of the comedy' may be what
Baudelaire describes as thdément insaisissable du béguresent in comedy: even ke
Good Soldiessucceeds in eliminating the experience of the ¢rcgim its narrative, it discovers

another, perhaps more profound sorrow in that aleseself.



12

Chapter |

‘Small wonder that one should be tired out': Litgdanpressionism andihe Good Soldier
L'on en parle jusqu'a la nausée.
Jean Paulhar,es fleurs de Tarbes.

A common point of departure for readersToe Good Soldieis the gap between Ford's
position as author and Dowell's as narrator. Dowelo a large extent, faulty: his narration is
wandering, emotionally affected, and often selftcadiictory. Further, he insists on the tragic
power of his text—thus opening a discontinuity wiltle reader's experience. At the moments
where Dowell most insists upon the overwhelminghgad of the events, the reader feels very
little; and it is this experience of alienationrfiidhe story itself that is the fundamental
experience of readinghe Good Soldier.

It would seem, then, that Ford's position relatoy®owell would be one of distance and
unrestrained critique. And indeed, it is Ford'sséalruse of comedy to undermine Dowell's
emotional claims that detaches the reader from Diswwarration. If, as | have claimethe
Good Soldieiis fundamentally a novel about the failure of nweato produce an experience of
tragedy in the reader, it stands to reason that-Fas author of this text—should firmly
dissociate himself from the fictional narrator thas his project to critique.

Despite this, | will argue that Ford crucially—ailiyerovisionally—associates himself

with Dowell. Dowell, in Ford's construction, isetlmodel of the 'Impressionist writer," a type

1 "We speak of it to the point of nausea.'
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proposed by Ford in the critical manifesto, “On hegsionism,” which he published shortly
prior toThe Good SoldiérThere, Ford identified himself as an Impressionist;a year later in
The Good Soldieit seems to be Dowell who writes impressionisticalhd Ford who critiques
him. Thus in creating the separation between hinasel his fictional narrator—a separation that
he uses explicitly to critique Dowell's narrativteategy and results—it seems that Ford turns
against his own vision of Impressionism.

This chapter will thus examine the relationshipassn Ford's theorization of
Impressionist writing and his treatment of Dowatlegration, in order to illuminate hovhe
Good Soldieoperates as a complex and philosophically-fraughtjae of Impressionist
strategy and the general possibility of modernatam. In this understanding, of cour3ée
Good Soldiertritique of Impressionism is the essential pointdeparture. It will thus be
necessary first to turn to a close consideratiofOof Impressionism,” in order to examine what
elements of Impressionist narrative were of suomtf@dictory) importance to Ford as to
occasion his violent critique of Dowell so brie#ifter he had espoused the values of
Impressionist technique.

In this reading, | will argue that although Forstated aim in “On Impressionism” is a
simple discussion of writing technique, his undamging of Impressionism is in fact deeply
laden with anxiety over the position and possipiit modernist prose narrative. Ford argues
that Impressionist writing, through its attentiondetail, is able to convey intense emotion—
particularly tragic emotion—to the reader. Yet tlisthod is deeply problematic: in the

examples Ford actually gives in the text, Impresstodescription seems to get out of control,

2 According to Martin Stannard's Norton editionTéfe Good SoldiefOn Impressionism” appeared across two
issues oPoetry and Dramdrom June to December 1914 (note to 29RHe Good Soldiewas first printed
under its current title in 1915, but its first haHd appeared IBLASTIn June 1914, titledsThe Saddest Story.
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swelling to such proportions that it threatensveravhelm the intended emotional effect in a
surplus of literary detail. Ford is particularlywated to the comic implications of this
supersufficient detail: at the heart of “On Impreagsm,” he seems threatened by the risk of an
'Impressionist excess' that would strike its reaegggainst its wishes—not with tragedy but with
comedy.

| will then argue that Ford explicitly identifiesoivell as an Impressionist writer—

suggesting that Dowell's writing will also suffeoiin the problems that Ford has identified with
Impressionist strategy. Ford thus links Dowelllte profoundly problematic relationship to
writing—overproduction of tragic detail that resuih inadvertent comedy—that he has
identified in “On Impressionism” And this problengtl will ultimately argued, is the key to

understanding the real effectTe Good Soldier

I. Counter-reading “On Impressionism”: Rabbit-Piel dhe Risk of Laughter

The summer that the first excerpts frdime Good Soldieappeared IBLASTMadox
Ford published an important theoretical text injthenalPoetry and DramaTitled “On
Impressionism,” the piece gives a glimpse of tiagesof Ford'srs poetican the summer of
1914. Ford's focus, the term 'Literary Impressionisiad been little-used in literary contexts
despite its importance in visual art. Ford himselfes in the text that “A few years ago, if
anybody had called me an Impressionist | shoulduatly have denied that | was anything of
the sort or that | knew anything about the schibtihere could be said to be any school” (34).

Indeed, though the word had been occasionally bpplied in lower-casenothing had

3

Giving a brief history of the term, lan Watt writdst when taken cross-Channel “with the foundatibthe
New English Art Club in 1886 ... the term was veryoyly extended to ways of writing ... thought to pess
the qualities popularly attributed to the painteBaut “literary use of the term remained even moasual and
descriptive; although Stephen Crane was widelygratsed as an ‘impressionist,’ and in 1898 a rexie#
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appeared in contemporary writing to claim the cdgied term as a fixed school or technique.

Though the text's title would seem to propose pedgisuch a claim, Ford is strikingly
evasive about giving a clear definition of Impresssm. Indeed, his first sentence explicitly
suggests that he will avoid any such definitiomeneral treatment. “These are merely some
notes towards a working guide to Impressionism lgerary method” (33), he writes; and in this
“merely” he proposes to forgo a strict definitiol*mmpressionism”entirely,instead discussing
it from the standpoint of practice or techniques Hixt will thus move “toward” impressionism
as a “working guide,” rather than beginniingm literary impressionism with a philosophical
argument or artist’'s manifesto.

It is thus not so much that Ford’s text has ditigidentifying the essence of
impressionist practice, but that it refuses to adloRather, Ford prefers to treat impressionism
with an ambiguity—and contradiction—appropriatettechnique focused on variability,
subjectivity, and the individuality proper to evealgscription and every experience.

To potential Impressionist writers, for instancerd=suggests that “You must state your
argument; you must illustrate it, and then you nstisk in something that appears to have
nothing whatever to do with either subject or ilfaion, so that the reader will exclaim: 'What
the devil is the fellow driving at?" (48). It seserthat Ford intended to put this advice into
practice in “On Impressionism,” using the text'snosigressions and contradictions, not to
digress, but precisely to advance its centraliilén) contentions. Ford's manifesto of
Impressionism is thus an exemplar of the styleappses: Ford succeeds in making his reader

ask precisely “what the devd the fellow driving at?”

Conrad's first collection of short stories .... dédsed him as an 'impressionistic realist,' there litds talk of
impressionism as a literary movement until congitigr later” (“Impressionism and Symbolismhteart of
Darkness314-15).
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Ford's own claim about Impressionist style—that necessarily evasive, contradictory,
that it runs often at cross-purposes to its reehir—thus subtly and fundamentally destabilizes
the terrain from which he can establish, for ins&rihe philosophical non-importance of
Impressionism. If an Impressionist text that aimsdnvey the essence of “a long speech about
the fish” consists necessarily of observationsjristance, about “the man at the same table with
you ... talking about morals” and “a meeting witmee lady,” what can assure the careful reader
of this Impressionist text that Ford's hemming and hawmghe mere role of Impressionism as
“style” and “technique” is not the cover for a @ifeént, perhaps more far-reaching understanding
of Impressionism that is advancadiobliquebeneath the 'proper' argumentation of the text?
Thus when Ford writes:

| am not claiming any great importance for my wdrdaresay it is all right. At

any rate, | am a perfectly self-conscious writdmow exactly how | get my

effects, as far as those effects go. Then, if iratruth an Impressionist, it must

follow that a conscientious and exact account @ hayself work will be an

account, from the inside, of how Impressionismemsched, produced, or gets its

effects. | can do no more (34),
the solidity of such an assertion has already lblestabilized. Ford insists here that literary
impressionism is merely a writer's tool with no eghilosophical implications; but the attentive
Fordian reader must suspect that something elegoiay beneath the surface. In referring to
Impressionism as a “literary method,” Ford sugg#ss it is merely a tool to convey
impressions to the reader, and that it thus habdsare than an instrumental relationship to
those impressions and to the function of the téattif we take Ford at his word—if we accept
that this ‘conveyance of impressions' succeedsodyzing emotion in the reader—does it not

seem that the whole project of emotive writing l@a@n the success or failure of the

Impressionist method?
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Let us begin, then, by considering the ways in WH@n Impressionism” is not entirely
unitary—cracks which will help to open up the coexpdnd ambiguous relationship that the text
bears to narrative practice. The most importantregliction, the one that runs through the very
center of “On Impressionism” and which carries emaus implications folrhe Good Soldiers
centered on this question of detail. What Ford tifies as the essence of Impressionism is, on
the one hand, a precise and exact sparingnessanipten. This representational reserve was
evident, for instance, in his discussion of Hogartlnawing in four lines; and it is the same
reserve that Ford signals as essential when hasties Maupassant's representation of Henry
VIII. “All that de Maupassant finds it necessarysty is: 'C'était un monsieur a favoris rouges
qui entrait toujours le premier.' And that is &lht Iknowabout Henry VIil.--that he was a
gentleman with red whiskers who always went finsbtigh a door” (38). In this version of
Impressionism, then, it is the element of concidlat is necessary above all else: representation
should be precise, and it should encapsulate ahk wittbe signified as possible in a single term.

Yet, within a few pages, it seems that a good Isgiomist must necessarily be verbose—
that “in order to produce an illusion you must fiystin order to justify you must introduce a
certain amount of matter,” matter that “may notegapgermane to your story or to your poem”
(44). It is a necessity that the Impressionistevntrite too much, that he contradict himself, that
he digress, and that above all else “the Impresgionust always exaggerate” (36). Thus stated
differently: the essential contradiction in “On Inepsionism” is between the ideal of absolute
brevity and the necessity—in the practice of Impi@sist writing—to furnish an immense
guantity of detail.

What Ford discusses in “On Impressionism,” themoisonly the superliminal question
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of the text—how to produce pleasant or appropsate—but also, far more subtly and
fundamentally, the danger of active prose styléstown effect. It is as though style depended
for its function upon an absolute brevity and tgarency, yet in seeking to provide detail in ever
greater quantities in order to produce an emotieffatt on the reader, suddenly got in its own
way or became tangled in its own methodology. Téry ¢ore of Impressionism—the furnishing
of minute detail—contradicts with the necessityt thgpressionism be brief and transparent; and
the result is that, preciselgr having tried to produce an emotional effectrips up, is
discovered as style, and produces no resonanceheitieader.
Thus at one moment Ford cites “Hogarth's drawinthefwatchman with the pike over

his shoulder and dog at his heels going in at & dioe whole being executed in four lines” as
“the high-watermark of Impressionism” (36-37), arguthat it is the brevity of the depiction
that constitutes its representational force; yietnapages later, he writes that

If to-day, at lunch at your club, you heard angrale member making a long speech

about the fish, what you remember ... is that he gwitlthe sole was not a sole, but a

blank, blank, blank plaice; that the cook oughbéoshot, by God he ought to be shot.

The plaice had been out of the water two yearstamatl been caught in a drain: all that

there was of Dieppe about this Sole Dieppoise waseshing that you cannot

remember. You will remember this gentleman's stgréilyes, his grunts between words,

that he was fond of saying 'damnnable, damnablandale.' You will also remember

that the man at the same table with you was tal&lmgut morals, and that your boots

were too tight, whilst you were trying, in your w@rdnind, to arrange a meeting with

some lady. . ..” (41-42, ellipsis original).
In this second articulation, directly counter-posethe case of Hogarth, it seems that quite a bit
of detail—even an overwhelming quantity, so mudt the writer can only trail off with an
ellipsis—is necessary to convey the exact expeeiertbe Impression—of hearing this club

member's speech. It is necessary, then, to deloalhthe surrounding experiences—even if

only tenuously or contextually related—in orderctmvey the full, exact sense of the primary
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impression to the reader.

The example of the Sole Dieppoise that Ford hasmgus here, further, is only a
miniature study of the necessity of detail to Ingstenist writing. Compared to the subject of a
novel, the impression that it intends to conveyesy brief—a several minute speech, next to
some months or years in the lives of a whole g@iugharacters. How much more context would
be necessary to convey the impression of five yeflite among a group of friends? How many
innumerable, minute feelings—"“the man at the saab&twith you was talking about morals,
and ... your boots were too tight’—would have tagbeen to add up to the complete account of
those years?

What Ford suggests, then, is a contradiction ofsmagroportions that runs to the very
heart of Impressionist writing. It is necessaryome hand, to capture an image as swiftly as
possible: it is the essence, the very core ofrtigréssion that one must convey, not its context or
extraneous detail. Yet on the other, it is pregitiels extraneous information, perceived by the
individual who is attempting to convey his own esi@ece, that makes up his perception: it is
impossible for him to separate his own experierfde@club member's speech from his own
edging uncomfortability at that moment due to thelly unrelated problem of the fit of his
boots.

Impressionism finds itself, then, in a quandarynsists, to convey an emotion, that two
contradictory approaches must be taken; and itneitlessarily find itself unable to succeed. And
the stakes of Ford's text, it must be insistedhagl: the essential functioning of artistic traged
for instance, is to produce an experience of ematiats audience; and if this conveyance of

emotional impressions is necessarily blocked, Isgomist tragedy is therefore impossible.
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Within “On Impressionism,” however, Ford proposeseoretical solution to this
guandary—a stylistic unification of the contradigtmecessities of detail and brevity. Ford
writes that these terms will be reconciled, alntbalectically, at the moment when the mass
of detail furnished by Impressionist writing is bght into a gigantic conceptual or
emotional unity: it is when these details fuse iatsingle, vital Impression through the
writer's sudden revelation of their interrelatioipstinat the problems of Impressionism are
overcome and Impressionist tragedy can function.

Describing this effect, Ford begins with the seegninrelatedness of the details given
during the Impressionist method:

The first business of Impressionism is to produtégression, and the only way in
literature to produce an impression is to awakégrast. And, in a sustained argument,
you can only keep interest awakened by keeping atiy whatever means you may
have at your disposal, the surprise of your rea@er.must state your argument; you
must illustrate it, and then you must stick in stmreg that appears to have nothing
whatever to do with either subject or illustratisn,that the reader will exclaim: ‘What
the devil is the fellow driving at?’ And then yowst go on in the same way—arguing,
illustrating, and starting and arguing, startlimglallustrating—until at the very end
your contentions will appear like a raveled skéind then, in the last few lines, you
will draw towards you the masterstring of that seentonfusion, and the whole pattern
of the carpet, the whole design of the net-work kgl apparent (48).
By the end of the passage, they have been fusadsakoteriologically, into a massive
interdependence in which each detail, once considiaisignificant, is filled with meaning and
rendered vital to the totality of the whole: withahe inclusion of even the most unrelated
experience in narrative—the poor fit of one's bpfuisinstance—the final meaning of that

narrative cannot be arrived at.

Thus at the moment that the 'masterstring’ is gutlee contradictions of the
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Impressionist method are resolved and the projessteeds—which in the caseTtie Good
Soldiershould mean producing in the reader an overwhelmxpgrience of tragedy, when the
myriad, contradictory experiences of Dowell areefiignto a single, overcoming impression of
“the Saddest Story.”

In “On Impressionism,” Ford gives an demonstratiominiature of function of the
Impressionist masterstring. It is a story desigtoeshow how Impressionist writing uses detail—
detail to a degree that overwhelms conventionatetgtion of causality and plot development—
to show a tragic history in its full proportionsdafull emotional effect, by bringing that detail
into sudden, meaning-filled relation around a srgjl-important symbol or idea. Here is Ford's
example:

Let me again illustrate exactly what | mean. Iha sufficient to say: “Mr Jones was a
gentleman who had a strong aversion to rabbit-fiiés’not sufficient, that is to say, if
Mr Jones's dislike for rabbit-pie is an integraftpd your story. And it is quite possible
that a dislike for one form or other of food midgbtm the integral part of a story. Mr
Jones might be a hard-worked coal-miner with a-wedhning wife, whom he disliked
because he was developing a passion for a frivaousAnd it might be quite possible
that one evening the well-meaning wife, not knowheg husband's peculiarities, but
desiring to give him a special and extra treatushpurchase from a stall a couple of
rabbits and spend many hours in preparing for hpreaf great succulence, which
should be a solace to him when he returns, tiréd s labours and rendered nervous
by his growing passion for the other lady. The raple would then become a symbol
—a symbol of the whole tragedy of life. It wouldnslyolize for Mr Jones the whole of
his wife's want of sympathy for him and the wholdis distaste for her; his reception
of it would symbolize for Mr Jones the whole of hige's want of sympathy for him
and the whole of his distaste for her; his receptibit would symbolize for Mrs Jones
the whole hopelessness of her life, since she xpeneled upon it inventiveness,
sedulous care, sentiment, and a good will. Frorhgbsition, with the rabbit-pie
always in the centre of the discussion, you mightiknup to the murder of Mrs Jones,
to Mr Jones's elopement with the other lady—to aagedy that you liked. For indeed
the position contains, as you will perceive, theolgttragedy of life (44-45).

Ford—as he has told the reader, at least—has s&t shiow how emotion is produced in

the reader. His subject in the story of Mr Jonesukhbe an example of tragedy: it is the story of
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the breakdown of several human lives over loveirdeand unhappiness; and it results in the
death of at least one character. In good Impresstitorm, the elements of the looming tragedy
are introduced as seemingly unrelated—even insagmf—details: we are certain, as the story
advances, that the “many hours” spent by Mr Jomes'and the “great succulence,” even the
“solace” of the pie will have some tragic denouetn¥at this tragedy is unclear until the
moment when the diverse elements are placed inaeJaa moment of sudden lucidity when
every degree of emotional loss—from Mrs Jones' ¢bdser husband's love to the waste of her
“many hours” in making the pie—is stacked in a dtameous, overwhelming bacchanalia of
emotive misery.

And yet at the moment of this denouement—the momwéen the story's diverse
elements are put into sudden, tragic relation atddrs Jones' rabbit-pie—something horrifying
erupts. The rabbit-pie must represent the Imprasgdiconfluence of several human lives' sum of
unhappiness, impatience, and sorrow; it is respigsaccording to Ford, for the massive
production of sorrow in the reader. Faced withtall, the pie can only burst under the weight:
the reader at that moment in the story, faced thigtrepresentation of “the whole tragedy of
human life” in a dramatic, overwrought rabbit-ptan only laugh.

By all accounts, the story of Mr Jones should ek Badeed, it should be sad in the
excessive, maudlin sense that Ford captures irategpelaim that the pie—wasting everything
from Mr Jones' love to two perfectly good rabbitss-the “whole tragedy of life.”

Yet precisely because of this, laughter burstsAlibve all, this laughter comes from the
hyperbole into which Ford's literary treatment af ddnes has forced the story. What is truly

laughable is not Mr Jones' situation but its namatThe overwrought expectations established
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by Ford's claim that “The rabbit-pie would then @@ a symbol—a symbol of the whole
tragedy of life;” the whole tearful back-story oive and disillusion that is invested into the
symbolic rabbit-pie; and the final, saddening ressaf the rabbit-pie's dramatic appearance
conspire to render the authentically tragic elementhe story of Mr Jones profoundly comic at
the exact moment that they should command the rsagignpathy.

Ford's example of Impressionist writing, then, doeessupport the point that he has been
making—the point that Impressionism is a tool foneeying emotions. Instead it is
fundamentally disruptive to that idea: here, aystbat should be tragic on its own terms has,
through the Impressionist focus on the comic 'labthe rabbit-pie at its center, been brought to
mere comedy. It ought by all accounts to appedy tragic to the reader: given the breakdown
of a marriage, an affair, and a murder all in oasgage, Mr Jones seems to be so overwhelmed
with plot events that he is hardly “shivering,”Benjamin's terms, for lack of fate. Impressionist
style—it is Ford's intention—will only heighten sheffect by bringing these plot events, at their
fullest and most detailed, together in a spectalyusarrowful denouement. Yet the result of this
Impressionist treatment is that the reader isttefiibling not only with shivers but with laughter:
no shred of 'fate’' or 'meaning’ can be gleaned frarragedy of Mr Jones, because its narrative
has brought all its tragic sense to mere laughgbili

Thus is it not, in the end, Impressionist writitgelf that is responsible for this fatal
back-firing of tragedy in the story of Mr Jones®dems that something in the functioning of
Ford's Impressionist masterstring is profoundlykiero The string exists, to be sure: it does its
work in bringing these diverse experiences intorailtaneous, totalizing relationship. Yet the

impression it produces in doing so is ultimatelytamg but tragic.
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This, then, is how the 'Impressionist anxiety' dwavity and detail has ultimately played
out. Ford has attempted to resolve the contradietimdeed, he has done so successfully—but
at the moment that Impressionism forces its grasdurces of detail into tragic meaning, its
attempt has become so literary, so overwroughtinstmpressionistic that only laughter results.
Has Impressionism ultimately failed? That, it seemay be the only conclusion to be taken
from a careful reading of “On Impressionism;” arsvéll be seen in the argument tAdte
Good Soldierepresents a profound critique of Dowell's versdban Impressionist text, it was
Ford's final decision as well.

What will be discussed next, then, is the relatimbéetweermThe Good Soldieand
Ford's highly problematic vision of Impressionisiiie Good Soldiel,will claim, deals with the
problems of Impressionism at its very heart: i contention that Dowell's narration Dhe
Good Soldiefs the quintessential Impressionist text, and Bawell is the quintessential

Impressionist.

Il. Dowell as Literary Impressionist: “On Impressism” andThe Good Soldier
What is the relationship, then, between “On Impoegsm” andThe Good Soldié& The
wager | will make in this section is that for FoRhwell's narration was a model of
Impressionist writing. There is, | will argue, firavidence for consideration of Dowell as an
Impressionist because of explicit borrowings inwiging from passages in “On
Impressionism.” What this means, then, is ffta@ Good Soldierepresents an attempt to fully
work out the contradictions and profound anxietied Ford had developed in “On

Impressionism.” Dowell's narration is a case statlynpressionist writing and its ultimate
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success or failure in producing an emotional resoaan its reader; anthe Good Soldiethus
represents “On Impressionism” put into practicetha real stakes of tragedy or comedy.

Under consideration, then, will be Dowell's strgtef narration and its parallels to Ford's
theoretical articulation of Impressionism. Dowsllunder consideration here as a 'narrator,' but
in order to fully appreciate his relationship taddhe must also be termed a 'writer' or 'author.’
That is to say, Dowell is not a mere scribbler:d=isrcareful to portray his work as thoughtful,
researched, and above all, considerate of styilgeirttportant to note th&@owell is a craftsman,
because Ford's ultimate movemenTire Good Soldier-a-critique of the failure of Dowell's
“Saddest Story” to produce anything more than léemwim its reader—would be nearly
meaningless if Dowell were simply a portrait of@opor careless writer. Instead, Dowell's
writing is consciously literary: he is aware, | Margue, not only of where he intends to represent
the story in a high-feudal tone or a tragic one,dbso of his own relationship to humor.

It is vital to this argument, of course, that DoMelno accidental Impressionist. His
whole purpose, instead, is to convey a very pddaraxperience—nhis position in the events that
occurred between the Ashburnhams and the Dowellshetoeader. Further, he does so through
a narrative that meets all the major conditionBrgdressionist writing: it is—as Dowell is aware
—digressive and associative rather than linearrastdrical; personal and emotionally-fraught
rather than rational and objective; addressedsiyngathetic or emotionally resonant reader
rather than a general, abstract one; and most tanity, focused on the complex relationship
between highly diverse, even fragmentary eventseapériences as the record of human
experience that constitutes an 'Impression.’

In only a handful of passagesTie Good Soldiedoes Dowell offer explicit discussion
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of his methodology; and so it is striking thatwotof these, Ford explicitly repeats syntactic
choices—now in Dowell's voice—from his own manitest Impressionism. Thus in“On
Impressionism” we have Ford's statement that thiemwimust typify for himself a human soul
in sympathy with his own” (48), a sentence whos#red noun and adjective reappear directly,
merely inverted, in Dowell's description of hisfaatagination “for a fortnight or so at one side
of the fireplace of a country cottage, with a sythp#ic soul opposite me” (15yord's claim in
“On Impressionism” is that the beliefs, aestheteraptional resonances—in a word, the
sentimentality—shared with the reader are whatatlee artist to convey his impressions; and
thus for this same reason, Dowell writes that Heamlidress only a sympathetic audience:

From time to time we shall get up and go to ther@owl look out at the great moon and

say: “Why it is nearly as bright as in Provencelidthen we shall come back to the

fireside, with just the touch of a sigh becauseaveenot in the Provence where even the

saddest stories are gayhe Good Soldief,5).
Here, Dowell has not only borrowed an idea direfittyn Ford's model of Impressionist writing,
but even shared tlententof Ford's sentimentality as wélFord thus captured what was
sentimental in his own writing—a love of Provencerdanflated it to grotesque proportions in
Dowell's. Writing, if it will not hold its own wellgt, must be accompanied by “the touch of a
sigh”—a conceit that is no less Fordian than Dowamell

Two pages later in another of Dowell's self-critipassages, another textual moment of

“On Impressionism” is explicitly reproduced. Fordites in “On Impressionism” that the
“human soul in sympathy ... [is] a silent listene#8§; but inThe Good Soldieine gives that line

to Dowell, who writes that “you, the listener, siposite me. But you are so silent. You don't tell

me anything” (17). Ford's fascination with a siland charitable reader—the one he imagines at

4 As will be discussed in the next chapter, Ford &éitelong appreciation—as well as some expertise—i
Provence, chivalry, and Troubadour poetry.
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his most maudlin moments—is here transferred to &pwnd Ford gives particular emphasis to
the choice by citing his own critical language iavizell's articulation.

It has been shown, then, that Ford repeats imagetysyntax from “On Impressionism”
quite vividly in Dowell's writing; and it seems ththere is an excellent reason those repetitions
appear in one of Dowell's consciously self-critipabsages. Ford is not immunélime Good
Soldierto the temptation of direct editorialization: adlwe discussed later, his own artistic taste
and influences are recognizable in Dowell's fag@nawith Provence and Troubadorial writing.
In his notes to the text, Martin Stannard evenfatpassage froithe Good Soldiethat Ford
would later copy as a dedication of the book—mbemtlikely a good sign that he found himself
in comfortable agreement with Dowell's voice th@rete to 80). In much of the minor area of
The Good Soldiethen, Ford's relationship with Dowell is less cledifferentiated; but here, in
Dowell's first discussion of his position as a @riand his own artistic theory, it would seem
impossible that Ford should be unaware of the Baamce of formulating his narrator's method
of writing in explicitly the same terms as his ovmd indeed it is not unconscious: what is
under discussion ifthe Good Soldiethrough Dowell's writing style is Impressionismeifs and
in the success or failure of Dowell's project oftimg Ford gives his judgment of the possibility
of all Impressionist writing.

In addition to the parallels between “On Impressori and Dowell's own imbedded
literary manifestosThe Good Soldieis structurally an Impressionist text. It advantesugh
Dowell's reminiscences, at times taking up withgla's chronology, moving associatively
across it at others. Dowell himself is fascinatethwhe fragmentation and narrative alinearity of

his own account: he asks, for instance, “Is ali thgression or isn’t it digression? Again | don’t
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know” (17). Later we have:

| have been casting back again; but | cannot helpis so difficult to keep all these

people going. | tell you about Leonora and bringupeto date; then about Edward

who has fallen behind. And then the girl gets heggly left behind. | wish | could put

it down in diary form (142).
Dowell's reference to a diary is particularly illurating: what could be more deeply
Impressionist, in Ford's definition, than a texingmsed purely of personal memories and
directly back toward the writer himself?

Dowell also follows Ford's injunction that the Insgsionist writer be ambiguous, ever-
changing, and even contradictory. Dowell's accauattext filled with contradiction: it is hardly
an attempt at an objective history, more closelyraximating a history of Dowell's own
changing position and interpretation in the cowfseriting. He writes early on, for instance,
that “| want to do Leonora every justice. | love kery dearly for one thing"Tlhe Good Soldier,
43), but later describes her as cold and sadistiting that

Yes, Leonora wished to bring her riding whip downMancy’s young face. She
imagined the pleasure she would feel when theflshcross those queer features; the
pleasure she would feel at drawing the handleeaséime moment toward her so as to
cut deep into the flesh and to leave a lasting \{&zB).
Dowell's narration, then, is precisely the procafcan application of Ford's articulation of
Literary Impressionism to a novel-length work. Bassively recounting seemingly loosely-
linked information, its project is to produce iretreader—when the master-connection of this
account is suddenly made evident at the momen¢mbwement—precisely the emotional
experience that its narrator has undergone.

What is suddenly threatened in Dowell's manusctiyan, is the effectiveness of that

denouement. Dowell has given the reader an acaduhe tragic downfall of two couples and
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the characters around them, with tragic resultisgaserious as those in the story of Mr Jones.
Yet when this tragedy is made clear—when the megpoirthe diverse recollections Dowell has
given is suddenly pieced together by the readethesffect produced truly that of “the Saddest
Story?” Or is it not that, just as the Impressibmgsterstring brought about a perversely comic
denouement in the story of Mr Jones, the momewhath Dowell's many recollections are
worked into a plot results only in the comic detaelmt of the reader instead of the immense

sadness that Dowell expects to produce?

This chapter set out to identify the stakes of Dibsviterary style inThe Good Soldier,
by considering Dowell's relationship to Ford's céewritical term “Impressionism.” Ford
himself claims that his criticism is more techhiadvice for aspiring writers than a highly
theoretical or literary endeavor. | have arguedyédweer, this attitude on Ford's part masks a
sophisticated discussion of prose style, the \tgholf aesthetic and artifice, and the risk of
inadvertent comedy in modern 'serious’ literativhech of this is packed into Ford's usage of the
term Impressionist, which Ford invests with suchtcadiction and ambiguity that the word itself
stands more as an obstacle to the text than amagi@ntry.

| have attempted precisely to unpack Ford's iddenpfessionism precisely by moving
through these points of contradiction. Ford equates most of all on the question of concision
versus detail in Impressionist representation. Tdiume moment, he insists on the necessity of
absolute brevity in Impressionist work, due to wégms a lurking visceral horror of excessive
description.

Yet at the same time, Impressionism demands amiredming degree of detalil.
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Impressions and their communicability seem to auethe reader: in order to describe a man's
reaction to a piece of fish, it it necessary ford=m give an account of each of the man's
rhetorical habits, to digress into his own immebge2dom as his thoughts move elsewhere.

Ford ultimately attempts to reconcile these divetgendencies in the idea of the
'masterstring,’ a concept that | argue is playegdrominiature in his example of Mr Jones and
the rabbit-pie. There, it seems that Ford's inti@mnaof detail and concision into a single 'master-
impression' succeeds: the rabbit-pie of the steryes to bring together all the diverse tragic
elements into a single practical and symbolic dbjBous this object, the rabbit-pie itself, is
laden with enormous narrative importance: it is-and's scheme, the crux of the mechanism
through which the single, overwhelming impressibiMo Jones' story will be conveyed to the
reader.

It is precisely here, however, that the subterrarseieties of “On Impressionism”
emerge. The rabbit-pie—intentionally imagined aswamdane instantiation of enormously larger
tragic elements—is comically out of proportion be trole it should play, and thus the reaction it
suggests to the reader is laughter—crucially, |&ergh spite of the reader's awareness of the
story's tragic elements.

What “On Impressionism” poses at its most esserhah, is the threat that
Impressionism—the attempt to convey the human sehagerception, action, story—could be
undone by itself: the profound and effective expi@s of human experience serves, as in the
case of Mr Jones and his rabbit-pie, only to predusadness so maudlin and so
disproportionate—what should be “the whole tragefife” is represented by a rabbit-pie—

that, in a kind of nausea, it results only in comed the attempt to invest a history with human
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meaning, then, there is an uncontrollable overprbdn in language that threatens the
seriousness of the original: it is as though naaurned upon itself in Impressionism and was
unable to read its own product without lapsing ith® comic.

What, then, is the relationship between “On Impoegsm” andThe Good SoldierAs
delineated in the chapter, Dowell comes to takenany of the characteristics of Ford's model
Impressionist. He does not give a ordered, 'lograakrative, but instead retells his own emotions
as they come to him; he does not address himsalfjneral audience but to an intimate,
sympathetic one; he does not attempt to preseatrative free from subjective influence, but
gives the most personally-inflected, emotion-ladeocount possible.

Indeed, Dowell's imagination of his narrative ienall, as “The Saddest Story;” and his
role as narrator is this to emphasize this sadioetb®e breaking point. Yet as we will see,
Dowell's impression of sadness ultimately hingesioother faulty Impressionist master-string:
at the moment he will reach the tragic conclusibthe text, it will have fallen prey to precisely
the problems posed by Ford in “On Impressionisnatighter bursts out: the text is so
overwhelmed by its pretensions to tragedy, to lsenpto romance that it collapses into laughter.

And yet it is for Ford no cheap comedy. Though FRohthpressionism appears,
ultimately, to result in a sudden and even inaggrcomedy, it must be remembered that in its
intentions, at least, Impressionism was to beeaditire of tragic sensibility, of melodrama, of
hyperbole. And of all of these things, Ford wasy¢osure, enamored: “On Impressionism” and
evenThe Good Soldiemust be seen, despite Ford's refusal to hide ¢oenic disjunctions, as at
least a reahttempttoward the tragic. “On Impressionism” has showrt,tgeven the implications

of Ford's critical writing, this attempt had alrgdsecome untenable. And thus as this reading



32
continuesThe Good Soldiewill show the results of Dowell's full-fledged apgation of that
untenable approach. It is in the novel that Foadiselmpressionism to its natural conclusions;

and as “On Impressionism” has foreshadowed, théynai perform what Dowell hopes.



33

Chapter II
'Les faiz, gestes, triumphes et prouesses du Bendlibr®:

Ashburnham, Dowell, and the Feudal

Une grande révolution démocratique s'opere parmi
nous ; tous la voient, mais tous ne la jugent pdet
la méme manierg.
Alexis de TocquevilleDe la démocratie en Amérique
The Good Soldiehnas been read, it is fair to say, as a modern ndbett is, Ford's major
points of reference have been considered, fornostaFlaubert, Henry James, Joseph Conrad. |
do not intend to criticize this approach: to doasmuld be absurd, given the importance of
Conrad and his collaboration with Ford to the depeient of Ford's style. Nevertheless | will
note that to locate Ford's work by these pointefidrence necessarily results in a very particular
path of reading. Thus criticism that has taken éssential assumption has focused heavily on
novelistic technique, and on complex character ldgweent and character ‘psychology.’
Let us consider, for a moment, a novel hypothédisane consider§he Good Soldiein
another field of references—an associative netwerkered on the term ‘feudal’ and the

importance of 'good soldiery' to Ford's noveligtioject—a radically different text might

emerge. It would suggest, for instance, Edwardisréato fulfill the conventional expectations

® 'The deeds, the acts, and the triumphs of the Goight.'
¢ 'Agreat democratic revolution is in operation agas; we all see it, but we do not all judge ithia same
manner.'
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of the figure of "'The Good Soldier," rather thhe psychological depth of his character.

To propose such a radically new associative fietdrhe Good Soldieis, on the face of
it, bold. Nevertheless, Ford's own historical positvas such that his participation in a certain
movement towards the aesthetic revitalization efffudal was nearly mandated. Contextually,
Ford is positioned perfectly: he had an early protyi to the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood
through his grandfather Ford Madox Brown (whose @& later tooky;and his artistic career
intersects importantly with Ezra Pound's at theetPound was working on his own feudal
reinvention, the Provencal translations. Thoughilla@ntinue on to argue that a renaissance of
feudal associations or aesthetics is central te#nly modernist artistic climate around Ford
(importantly touching on the Futurist and Vortiaisbvements), it is enough here to note the
importance of this influence on Ford and on thetlde the medievalist background that he
possessed. His father, Francis Hueffer, was a reafleolar of Provencal and of Troubadour
poetry; Ford's fascination with Provence was sigdfity significant for him to later develop his
own theory of feudal virtue iA Mirror to France—and to buy a house in the region.

Thus there is, given a casual survey, more thangmnevidence to pursue a reading of
these 'feudal associations' found echoinghe Good Soldie6Such a reading will, | am
confident, profoundly inform a reading of the noulk text's relationship to several key
associative terms (first and foremost, 'Soldiengl hat it means to be a '‘Good Soldier’) is
fundamental to its operation and 'sense.’ In pddrcthe novel's failure to arrive at a satisfagto
representation or re-presentation of these terrosngal to the comic nature of the text, and to

an understanding of theportanceof that comedy.

7

As its name itself emphasizes, the Pre-RaphaetiiéhBrhood was interested in pre-Renaissanceiartist
methods and subjects. While their interest wasitetie concept of 'soldiery' so important to Fembvel, their
high estimation of medieval art and culture argydiald enormous influence not only on Ford's edanaind
work but on the whole fascination with 'modern falim' high modernist discourse.
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As a point of entry, | will give particular weigtd a consideration of the intertextual
relationship betweeihe Good Soldieand a historical text, the 15Histoire des faiz, gestes,
triumphes et prouesses du Bon Chevalier sans petagans reprouchd he text is a history of
the life of Pierre Terrail, Lord of Bayard (147324, perhaps the most famous exemplar of
feudal chivalry. Believed to have been written kayBrd's archer and secretary, Jacques de
Mailles, the text consistently refers to Bayardhlte formula 'le Bon Chevalier' (e.g. “Chapitre
I. Comment le seigneur de Bayart, pere du bon Giee\sans paour et sans reprouche, eut
vouloir de scavoir de ses enfans de quel estabiliient estre” (147fDe Mailles' depiction of
Bayard can thus be taken, in a sense, as de Mailesunt of what it is to be a 'Good Soldier' or
'‘Bon Chevalier.’

Historically, De Mailles' formula for ‘'le Bon Chdiex' has gained considerable weight:
the story of Bayard, of which de Mailles' texthe tclosest original source, has been enormously
important in the post-medieval mythologization biv@alric conduct. Thus de Mailles' account is
highly representative, if not definitional, to thest-medieval understanding of what it is to be a
'‘Good Soldier:I'Histoire du Bon Chevalieis the exemplar of a historico-literary discourse o
chivalric conduct that has defined thaz et gestesf feudal protagonists.

Ford was absolutely aware—as would anyone of lsis-@f the history of Bayartl.

8 'Chapter I: How the father of the good Knight witihéear or reproach wanted to know from his chifdoé
which estate they wanted be.'

It is difficult to appreciate, given his near-dipaarance from common discourse in the century $ioce, the
‘pop-culture’ standing of Bayard in the late eighte and early nineteenth centuries. Bayard waswvkrio the
reading public through translations into modermiheand English, such as those brought out by Hechre
1882, by Chapman & Hall in London in 1883, and hynés Pott in New York in 1900. Notably, the lattexans
that Bayard editions were available not only tolwehd, multilingual, Francophile Ford, but to klghtly less
knowledgeable—and American—fictional narrator J8lmwell. There was even a genre of illustrated antou
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Indeed, it is mentioned explicitly ithe Good SoldieDowell writes that Leonora, speaking of
Edward, “made him out like a cross between Loh@ngnd the Chevalier Bayard” (68)That
Ford had first-hand access to de Mailles' accaiakiremely likely—the 1527 edition had been
reprinted in Paris in 1837, and an edition in madérench had been brought out by Hachette in
1882. Indeed, the household-celebrity status obBhwas such that Samuel Shellabarger, the
author of a highly enthusiastic history of Bayatdblshed in 1928, could without irony open his
text with the lines: “Among famous men, there is@avho occupies a more distinct and
enviable place than Pierre Terrail, Seigneur deaBhy.. He has become a household name for
half the world” (3).

It should be noted that de Mailles was not the @olytemporary chronicler of Terrail
and the use of the epithet “le Bon Chevalier” teatidoe Terrail was not limited to his text. Thus
in any case Ford would appear to have taken hislisantle from the history of Terrail—whether
directly from de Mailles, from another source, mnh the story in common circulation. This
origin of the title is of enormous significances grovenance situates Edward, not as 'the good
Victorian officer,' or as 'the good modern militamymmander,' but in a specifically chivalric
tradition—importantly, one that commands a certaide of conduanot limited to military
action That is to say: 'The Good Soldier' refers in taatext not only to a facility with arms,

but to a complete way of life.

of his “deeds and feats” intended for children,tsas 1890'Fhe Age of Chivalry: Scenes from the lives of the
Chevalier Bayard and Sir Philip Sidn€yondon, Marcus Ward & Co.). All together, this meahat Ford
situated Dowell's own references to Bayard lessophisticated or erudite allusions than as a fainigilow,

even romanticized consciousness of the feudal.

1 Ford passes over this reference as lightly as Iplessiit is clear that excessive discussion woul@:ktieemely
heavy-handed. As it is, Dowell's passing referdndgayard seems entirely 'in-character,’ givenféimeiliarity of
Bayard as a point of reference, and the faint sefshildishness with which Dowell experiences g0

1 Bayard's other major contemporary chronicler, Syonigm Champier, published a text titleds Gestes,
ensemble la vie du preulx chevalier Bayard.yon in 1525. De Mailles' account thus placesager weight on
the 'Bon Chevalier' formula than Champier's. Acaaydo Shellabarger, De Mailles is also believetidoe been
a much closer source to Bayard himself, and hadsrigally been read more often than Champier.
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To begin an intertextual reading, then, it wilkfibe necessarily to establish what de
Mailles defines as a 'Good Soldier.' First, therthe social position of the Good Soldier. De
Mailles writes that

en iceulx trois estatz s'est si vertueusement gnéyqu'il en aura quant a Dieu sa

grace, et quant au monde verdoyante et immortelleonne de laurier, pour ce que,

touchant I'Eglise, ne s'en est jamais trouvé ung pbeissant ; quant a I'estat de

noblesse, ung plus deffensible ; et a I'estat beug ung plus piteux ne secourable

(146)2
For de Malilles, Bayard's success is thus fairigtyrdelimited: he will have 'grace from God'
and 'a crown of laurels from the world.' The crador such a success are also rigidly defined: it
is not for having been 'Good' in generalized telonsfor having met his obligations to the 'three
estates' that he will have these rewards. Bayasdbaan obedient to the Church, protective to the
nobility, and charitable to the poor.

For de Mailles, it would thus be impossible to ifuthe role of soldiery without the
context of this society and its order; and Bayafdizg et gestes' are essentially formulaic. De
Mailles continues:

Car, pour au vray amplifier les perfections d'urapime, ne I'ay peu faire autrement,
consideré que sans grace infuse du Sainct-espeptis I'incarnation de nostre sauveur
et redempteur Jesuchrist, ne s'est trouvé, en cyo@ ou hystoire, prince, gentil homme,
ne autre condition qu'il ait esté, qui plus furieasent entre les cruelz, plus doucement
entre les humbles, ne plus humainement entre tes p& vescu, que le bon chevalier

dont la presente hystoire est commencée (145%146)'

The most important consideration is thus Bayard$tn relative to the contemporary social

2 "In these three social estates he was so virtumatiygoverned that for it he shall have from Gasidrace, and
from the world a verdant and immortal crown of Elsr for to the Church, there has never been fausdmore
obedient; to the estate of nobility, a greater deée; and to the estate of laborers, one morengjtyor helpful.'

13 'For to truly amplify the perfections of a manolutd not have done it otherwise, considering thittaut the
grace infused by the Holy Spirit, since the incéiomaof our Saviour and Redeemer Jesus Christ thasenot
been found, in chronicle or history, a prince, eoldn, or other man of any other social state, vehfoisously
among the cruel, softly among the humble, nor nkardly among the small, might have lived, than Gmod
Soldier of whom this history is begun.'
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order. De Mailles also focuses consistently on Baigawillingness to risk himself (the ‘freedom
from fear' mentioned in the title), his charitytb@ working class, and the refinement of his
manners, conduct, and speech.

Finally, De Mailles' account does not neglect corioms of romantic love:
Il fault scavoir que quant le bon Chevalier fut démpaige au duc Charles de Savoye,
ceste dame de Fluxas estoit jeune damoyselle mailson avecques sa femme; et ainsi,
comme jeunes gens frequentent voulentiers ensesebpeisrent en amour l'ung l'autre,
voire si grande, gardant toute honnesteté, que slissent esté en leur simple vouloir,
ayant peu de regard a ce qui s'en feust peu ensuggrfeussent pris par nom de
mariage(203)**
His account insists most of all on the dedicatibBayard to the lady of Fluxas and the
singularity of their romance. There is, in de Maslltelling, no possible repetition of the
experience, because it is absolutely singular—aa tat will be in sharp contrast to the
replicability and indeed replaceability that is ttentral theme of Ashburnham's affairs.
The importance of de Mailles' to a readingre Good Soldieis that Bayard represents
a successful instantiation—and, in the contextarfis time, even the exemplary case—of
chivalric ideals. De Mailles' telling of the hisyoof Bayard works to unify these ideals in in a
single figure, fusing them through the constanithejic repetition of the phrase ‘le Bon
Chevalier.' Thu$Histoire de Bayardepresents a distillation of chivalric traditiddhellabarger
writesthat “above all, it is unified by a definite contiep of its hero expressed at the outset and
maintained unvaried. It is the romantic and chieatonception” (4). De Mailles' account of

Bayard is thus a personification of chivalric vetue Mailles' ‘Good Soldier' is to an extent a

historical treatment of Bayard the individual, Ipuimarily and enduringly, it is poesisof

1 "You must know that when the good Knight was giasra page to Duke Charles of Savoy, this lady ufdd
was was a young lady in the household of Charlds; and thus, as young people together often gldd| they
fell in love the one with the other, so much sd thall honesty, if they had been a matter onlyhaiir volition
and with no regard for what could have resultedy twould have taken each other in marriage.'
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chivalric life that fuses the conceits of feudalueain a single epithet, 'le Bon Chevalier.’

My suggestion in this chapter, then, is that dellgislitext represents a treatment in
considerable specificity of the attributes | haweeg under the general term ‘feudal.’ In this role
it will serve to illuminate a readinfhe Good Soldierwhen Ford brings de Mailles' text into
play through the allusion in the title of his nguwhle stakes of good soldiery—grace from God
and a crown of laurels from the world—are put igte@stion as well. What Ford's novel asks, in
its relationship to de Mailles' account of soldjaesythe possibility of such a history in the
modern world: is it not outdated, cliché, impossitd be a Good Soldier in 19147

It would be wrong, however, to suggest that thissctousness of modernity as a threat to
the possibility of soldiery is brought into play Bgrd, for de Mailles is already conscious of it.
Indeed, what marks de Mailles' Bayard as an exampkndant td’he Good Soldieis the air of
outdatedness that hangs over chivalric conceitpnigtin 1914 but already in 1527.
Shellabarger writes that “to the Loyal Servant, &ayrepresented a tradition fast becoming
obsolete—that of chivalry with its romantic andgglus connotations. He thinks of him in the
heroic terms of knightly prowess and old legend))(1

What ultimately succeeds in de Malilles' treatmédrBayard is a literary negotiation of
this outdatedness that avoids cliché, pathos, @tdste. Put more strongly, de Mailles' work
succeeds at operating a certain literary or paegtitscendence of its historical moment. As
Shellabarger writes: “The result [of de Mailles'nklp however, is convincing. No foolish
rhetoric, no archaic tinsel mars the treatmentMadles's romance is not superficially romantic
... he portrays the past transfused into the pregéf)’ This is the kernel of de Mailles' text: it

is a successful literary objectification of theuig of the Good Soldier.
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In presenting this other Good Soldier, Edward Ashbham, Ford insists precisely on the
failure of Dowell's poetic representation. In giyia chronicle of the life and death of Edward,
Dowell attempts to do de Mailles' work. Like Baydod le Loyal Serviteur=dward represents,
at least to a certain extent, a chivalric idealDomvell. Nevertheless Dowell's choices in literary
representation fall flat: he is unable to createxa with the same aesthetic effect as de Mailles'.

In each case, it seems, Ford juxtaposes Ashburtdh&ayard, with Ashburnham falling
always just slightly short. Where Bayard is a seadasoldier, Ashburnham has retired young
with heart trouble, and it seems that the extemi®heroism was being “twice recommended for
the V.C. whatever that might mean,” in recognitadrhis having “twice jumped off the deck of a
troopship to rescue what the girl called “Tommiesio had fallen overboard in the Red Sea and
such places” (68). Where Bayard is concerned wighphysical practice of soldiery,
Ashburnham is concerned with its appearances. $bheof thing he thought about [was] ...
where you got the best soap, the best brandy,” dllawites, giving a particularly memorable
description to “the profusion of his cases, alpmjskin and stamped with his initials E. F. A.
There were guncases, and collar cases, and sb&$,cand letter cases and cases each containing
four bottles of medicine; and hat cases and heta&s. It must have needed a whole herd of the
Gadarene swine to make up his outfit” (24-5).

As to romance, Bayard is dedicated—chastely—toge mistress, while Ashburnham
is dedicated carnally to quite a few. In charity,Mailles has Bayard giving his last coins to help
those poorer than himself; meanwhile, though Ashbam does remit the rent of his struggling
tenants and earnestly believes in “the feudal ghebr lord doing his best by his dependents”

(98), his actions are swiftly undone in practicellepnora, ever concerned with the manor's
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financial stability as a result of Edward's excesseher quest to wring every dime out of the
couples' resources.

But what is really vital here is not the differermstween Bayard and Ashburnham—after
all, one is fictional, and the other only knownulgh mythicizing accounts. Instead, it is the
differences in literary representation that is Keg.Mailles is able to portray Bayard successfully
as the Good Soldier; Dowell, on the other handgssantly lapses in his attempt, pointing out
instead Edward's shortcomings against chivalrialglef soldiery and romance.

The gap between our first and secafigtoires du Bon Chevaliethen, is not in their
subjects so much as their literary operation. InvBibs telling of the Good Soldier story, there
insistently appears something of extremely podetas consistent (and intentional) failure on
Ford's part to fully merge the feudal pretensiointhe text with its practice. What de Mailles
successfully manages in his text is not attemgietinot quite achieved, by Dowell: his
treatment means to represent Edward in a chivigghe, but slips again and again into a
representation that suggests more of the comicdah#re heroic.

Of course, this failure is already exemplified e ironic epithet “The Good Soldier.”
Even for a reader unaware of de Mailles' text, Baitle contains a sufficient poetic weight,
independent of the Bayard story, to constituteestheetic standard against which Edward's
character can be said to fail. Thus the 'fundanh@rka’ of the text is that Edward is no Good
Soldier at all: Ford's novel is the account—in tieiading—of anerely comidailure at chivalric
representation.

What is lost in such a reading, however, is themerity in Ford's treatment of Dowell's

representation of Edward. Without a consideratibDawell's role in the text and the parallels
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he shares with writers like de Mailles, Edward vebloé a mere 'silly' comic figure—his
juxtaposition against an ideal of soldiery wouldAmed's mere ironization of Edwardian-era
British officership, and not Ford's consideratidrire problems of authorship in that context.

Instead, in treatinfhe Good Soldieas a modermise-en-questioaf the possibility of
good soldiery, what must be emphasized is the matative importance of literary mediation.
This criticism is not a consideration of the 'rewdrits' of Bayard and Edward—instead it is
simply a consideration of the literary treatmenthef two. De Mailles, as we have already
recognized, takes a vital role in converting thredi experience of Bayard inkélistoire de
Bayard,in changingun bon chevaliemto le bon Chevalielin essence it is the work of de
Mailles quapoet that gives Bayard this value. Ford—showingt@entiveness to the structure of
de Mailles’ work—sets uphe Good Soldiein parallel. Dowell is the 'loyal serviteur' of the
novel: it is his role to set down the history oviadd; and such a role gives him enormous
importance in determining its tone. In a word: sliecess or failure of Edward's ldensidered
as a text of good soldiery dependent on Dowell's treatment of it.

To a great extent, then, this is a consideratioDafell as a modern author of chivalry. Is
it possible, in 1914, to put lived experience tlgloa poetic transformation that will render it, in
Shellabarger's terms, “a household name to halvtivéd?” Or is Dowell's attempt at such a
poesiscloser, in the end, to a tawdry 'poetification'—adt@mpt to see in Edward the legacy of a
chivalric past that has been firmly eliminated?

Thus to considefhe Good Soldieas a simple ‘comedy of Edward' is to miss the
seriousness with which it takes the idea of 'Thed>8oldier.' The failure of Dowell's

representation is not solely '‘amusing’ or 'pleasiémiepends, as already said, on a certain gallin
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poor taste at the heart of Dowell's poetics. Tal thés agnerelycomic—or as amusingly comic
—demands a certain deafness to what Ford siguksgsisting' or 'grotesque’ in Dowell's
inability to represent Edward as a Good SoldiervBlbomakes an attempt to do so—indeed, he
almost succeeds—and thus it is all the more reymil$d use a Fordian term, when ugliness
irrupts through this depiction of Edward. Dowelsling aesthetic blindness in hoping to see a
romanin a life-story utterly devoid of romance thus pokes a certain 'horror of depiction:' to
the reader ofomansit suggests the possibility of a gap, at once lsbfint and absolute,
between life and its representation.

It is this essential seriousness of the text, thmdmich is dependent on a co-reading with
de Mailles' history of Bayard. It is necessary éocbhnscious of how Ford treats and critiques
romantic depiction in order to understand the fexae of The Good Soldieiit is not a novel on
Edward's life so much as it is novel on the depicof Edward's life; and that perspective is
brought in by an awareness of chivalric context.

What remains to be delved into, then, is the corigl@f Dowell's poetic failure vis-a-
vis de Mailles' text. It has been suggested thatélosucceeds, at least partly, in representing
Edward in chivalric terms; and that despite or tiglo—truly in the center of—this patrtial
success, an embarrassing or grotesque inadequestg but in Dowell's representation. In
focusing on a comparison of de Mailles and Dowwedlwever, one major figure has gone
ignored: Ford himself.

What is Ford's relationship to Dowell's failurepattic representation? If Ford is critiquing
Dowell's strategy of authorship, what does thatrmgasen the complex entanglement of

authorial techniques shown between Ford and Hisfial writer?
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ThoughThe Good Soldieis, | have claimed, ultimately profoundly critiazfl Dowell's
narrative technique, Ford is nevertheless inexthcantangled with Dowell: as discussed in the
opening chapter, Ford's portrait of Dowell espousesrsion of the same ideas of literary
Impressionism that Ford laid out in his own critisgnifesto. This entanglement was not
accidental—on the contrary it is what gives FoadiBque of Dowell's narrative its force. Ford is
not merely an ironist of Dowell's failure; instedl treatment of Dowell's project carries serious
weight for his own understanding of the possibiifynodern tragic narrative.

Ford's ligature with Dowell, however, is not whotiy the level of literary technique. As
briefly suggested in the opening to this chapterdfad a lengthy and profound attachment to
French and German history. To his literary worlenthhe brought a personal attachment to the
medieval—demonstrated in his penchant for writinghlashedly historico-positive texts like
The Fifth Queeltdate) andrhe Cingue Port§1900), which Ford describes in its dedicationas “
piece of literature pure and simple, an attempinlegns of suggestion, to interpret to the passing
years the inner message of the Five Ports” (viing Good Soldieis contemporary and not
historical, but if the novel indeed sets itselbtrong parallelism ttHistoire de Bayardit must
be understood as a treatment of historical id&#se Ford writing in an extension of the spirit
he suggested in the dedicationltfe Cinque Portsthat is, if he intended@he Good Soldieas a
simple translation of historical ideals into thedam era—we could expethe Good Soldieto
consist indeed of straightforwapdaisefor the historical, and of an attemptsoccessfully
depict at Edward as embodying the 'modern equivadéBayard.

This, of course, is not the case. Edward's failanepresent such an equivalent has been



45
clearly understood by critics @he Good Soldieso much so that Edward'’s 'foolishness' has
become perhaps too axiomatic in readings of theln®ut does the failure of Dowell's attempt
to render Edward as 'The Good Soldier' mean that Was fundamentally unsympathetic to
such a rendering?

Such a conclusion does not necessarily followait lobe considered clear that Dowell's
representation of Edward as 'The Good Soldies fahile still considering the complexity and
nuance of that failure. Dowell continues to holdMadd in considerable esteem even when his
literary representation as the 'Good Soldier' dm¢succeed; and given Ford's complex
attachment to Dowell, the novel's depiction of Ecilyghough fundamentally negative, cannot
therefore be considered an abandonment on Fond'sfeny possible sympathy for his ‘Good
Soldier' hero, or an abandonment of his love ferfdudal.

Thus far from clear disavowal, Ford's relationdbifzdward as 'chivalric hero' and to
Dowell as 'poet of the chivalric' remains enormgusimplex. This is, after all, the same Ford
that would writeA Mirror to France(1925) a text in which, according to Arthur Mizener, “Ford
begins to transform his early Pre-Raphaelite fgslimbout Provence into the theory that
‘chivalric generosity, frugality, pure thought ahe arts are the first requisites of a Civilization
(348; citation quoted in Mizener froAMMirror to France,14). And it is also the same Ford who
would, rather suddenly, enlist as a British offioethe First World Waf® Does this evidence
support the claim thathe Good Soldieabsolutely disowned modernist idealization of the
feudal, or that it represented Ford's absolutesedfio believe or ever participate in ideas of
modern heroic warfare?

Instead, it seems, Ford remains significantly eissed with Dowell, particularly

% Image 1: “The Good Soldier,' ca. 1915" (Mizen&it}
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“T'he Good Soldier,” ca. 1915.

because of their common role as writers of modefeiglal narrative. It is thus historically
entirely well-founded to suggest that the romaitteas (authorship, soldiery) that Ford so

forcibly critiques inThe Good Soldiewere the same ideas that he himself held—even thitke
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which he defined his own life—and thEte Good Soldieis not merely detached irony, but a
serious consideration of the practicability of Ferawn literary project.

Thus to considefhe Good Soldieadequately represented with the judgment that
Dowell's feudal narrative aesthetic fails wouldabkalse start, for it would ignore the all-
important ambiguity in Ford's association with Ddw&he Good Soldieis neither an uncritical
production of 'feudal ideology' nor an entirelyatdted auto-criticism of Ford's love for the
feudal. While the latter thesis—taking a detacledotionally-distant Ford as its basic
assumption—could be an approach to the novel, uldvoecessarily miss the great force of the
text. Ford's constant emotional implication in thet's valuations and criticisms means that there
in Dowell's and Edward's ridiculousness is not nyezatertainment for the reader but Ford's
own position in the text.

To arrive at an appreciation of this positionsihecessary to look more closely at the
ambiguity of Edward's status as aesthetic objedDtwell. Is it possible, at least partially or
intermittently, that Edward succeeds in represgidudal aesthetics—even that Dowell's
representation of him succeeds in doing so? Theilmbty of this success has, | suspect, been
insufficiently posed to date: Edward's failings®se Good Soldier' have been so apparent to
critical readers oThe Good Soldiethat the idea of Edward as an actual Good Soldierbeen
almost written off as a subject of criticism.

This, | think, has been a mistake. In the rushgpieold Ford's ‘real’ or ‘final' judgment on
Edward, the significant degree to which he doesasmt an attractive version of 'le Bon
Chevalier' has been overlooked. Edward does smiguffly enough that he is a compelling

figure or even a desirable one, to many of the womehe novel and to Dowell. He is even
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insistently compelling, despite an awareness ofha@tcomings, to Ford and the reader: to be
sensitive to Ford's portrayal of Edward is to usthard that, at least to an extent, his charaster
attractive.

An exemplary passage is Ford's description of Edyeéaying polo:
Once when we were at Wiesbaden watching him playpolo match against the
Bonner Hussaren | saw the same look come intoyieis, éalancing the possibilities,
looking over the ground. The German Captain, C&ambn Idigon von Lelo6ffel, was
right up by their goal posts, coming with the balan easy canter in that tricky German
fashion. The rest of the field were just anywhéreias only a scratch sort of affair.
Ashburnham was quite close to the rails not fivelgdrom us and | heard him saying to
himself: 'Might just be done!" And he did it. Go@$s! He swung that pony round with
all its four legs spread out, like a cat droppirfigacroof ...
Well, it was just that look that | noticed in higes: 'It might,' | seem even now to hear
him muttering to himself, ‘just be done™ (26-7).
The passage has an aesthetic quality that is ctingpel even stirring: Dowell has in effect
overlayed the polo match with the characteristica murnament; and it is this air of martialism
that gives Edward's participation in a fairly Vigem, fairly bourgeois sport the faint echo of
feudal combat. Through this willingness to readfthalal into the contemporary—and the
heroic into the ordinary—Edward's fairly mundanegse—the claim that ‘it might just be done,’
speaking of a polo match, is not necessarily pessksf ringing grandeur—becomes in Dowell's
eyes a battle-cry, repeated for dramatic effe@@sell has Edward 'swinging his pony round' to
the chase.
And yet when Dowell so intentionally sets his dggarn next to the culture of conflict
and tournament in whidiHistoire de Bayardakes place, is there not something suddenly
lacking in Edward's version? For Bayard, confliatres the real risk of mortality—he is, unlike

Edward, an active soldier, and even tournamentkacombat' was potentially lethal. For

Edward, it is not even a question of combat: theertey Dowell describes here is of polo, not
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jousting; and the steeds involved are not battlsd®but ponies.

Thus suddenly and drily, Edward's polo match aedgttim seriousness with which he
counters Count von Lel6ffel begin to appear laugganadn a sufficiently careless reading, one
comes away impressed with Edward's pony-mounteaisrer but on a second look, the comic
under-proportionality of the scene in relationtie Bayard text becomes clear.

The kicker, then, comes with Dowell's metaphor: wkelward's pony spins around, legs
spread in all directions, Dowell writes—in the ntidéa carefully chosen syntax of heroism—
that it is “like a cat dropping off a roof.” Feudadetics grind to a halt: the metaphor itself,
supposed to represent the act of poetic transfasmaiuckles into comic ruins when Edward's
knightly prowess is compared to the poor felingimaf Dowell's literary imagination.

Thus Ford's use of comic poetic failure as a @itiens for feudal ideology is not in the
least unsophisticated. The effect of this passagermtls on Ford's ability—contingently—to
really successfully write the poetics of feudal d@mninto a polo match. What separates this
criticism for mere parody is Ford's refusal fullydisentangle himself from his relationship with
the feudal. Edward's polo-playing shows the hefttiie ambiguity: at the same time, Ford has
both a real attraction to the rhetoric of danget beroism and an appreciation of its comic
weakness. It would be off-base to suggest thatmisiguity constitutes a short-coming of the
novel. Instead, Ford gives a complex and incisit&ism of the relationship of feudal ideology
to the modern—a critique that, in directing itgalecisely toward his own emotional complicity
in the ideology of the feudal, was unmatched antboge of his artistic peers similarly
interested in the modern-feudal relationship.

Ford's ability to critically evaluate the appeaf@fdal ideology to modern artists—and
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even, in Dowell's work as a case study, its adegloyment in poetics—is an enormous coup
for him. Consider a passage in which Dowell entdusstransposition of the feudal onto the
modern: “We never did take another look at Beaeoaircourse—beautiful Beaucaire, with the
high, triangular white tower, that looked as thénaaneedle and as tall as the Flatiron, between
Fifth and Broadway” (16). Here Dowell-as-authovesy much with the times: the aesthetics
markers ottontemporarymodern life—in this case, modernist architecturee-+dentified and
imbuedwith the power, vitality, or beauty of the very lganodernDowell's comparison—or
metaphoric identification—between the Flatiron &shucaire fits perfectly next to Marinetti's
metaphor, in th&uturist Manifestopetween a war-horse and a speeding @ard-both, in the
logic of The Good Soldieare comparable with the equivalence Dowell seesdet
Ashburnham's polo match and 'deeds, acts, andpghsnof Bayard. Each of these metaphors
proposes to find the feudal within the modern—dreldnly separation between them is the
ultimate lucidity, on Ford's part, in seeing theufie of this metaphor and the detachment
between feudal representation and modern reality.

What sets Ford's text apart from the use of fetefatence and metaphor in Marinetti
and his contemporaries, then, is its awarenedsedhilure of Dowell's transpositional project.
Ford does not commit the error of literalism: Edeves, from the start, a failed attempt at the
feudal, and his failure constitutes a critiquele feudal identifications or pretensions of high
modernism.

At the close, however, this reading does not preposveigh the historical and political
position, context, and ultimately, responsibilifyTdhhe Good Soldieagainst its contemporaries.

Instead, they are cited here to give the compaisoaised primarily to highlight a literary and
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perhaps far less definite question. What is lo$tdal's text through its lucidity? Does Ford's
account of the feudal ihhe Good Soldienltimately find somethingle preulx as de Mailles'
treatment does in Bayard?

The only answer possible, once the comedy of Ede@alo-match has burst out in
Dowell's description, is that that value is uttddsgt. In refusing a blunt—and necessarily
blinkered—metaphoric equivalence between moderegstesentation and the feudal, Ford
sacrificed the possibility of anoth&ood Soldiethat he might have written—an authentically
stirring or noble account of modernist soldiery.

Thus Eliot's claim in “Tradition and the IndividuBlent” on the relationship between
past and contemporary representation—"You cannaevam alone; you must set him, for
contrast and comparison, among the dead”—takesvasemrse in Ford:. That is, it cuts both
ways: it is not only that value can only feeindin comparison among the dead, but that it can be
lost there as well. In setting Ashburnham next &yd&d,The Good Soldiemoves above all
toward this Eliotian research of the past; yetuigioit Ford does not ultimately arrive at 'value'

but at its destruction.

The central point of departure for this chaptegntthas been to resituate Ford's novel into
the context of a much older field of reference thaa previously been considered. The depth of
Ford's interest in the medieval, together withd@sision consciously to title and structiitee
Good Soldiein reference to Jacques de Mailles' chivalric mstohistoire du Bon Chevalier
means that such an effort at ‘feudal contextuatimais vital to a clear reading of the novel. Thus

| have attempted to draw out, through an interi@xtomparison with de Mailles' text, the
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‘feudal subconscious' of Ford's novel.

In particular, | have set Ford's protagonist Edwastdburnham (the “Good Soldier” of
the novel's title) in comparison with the CheveBatyard, the subject of Jacques de Mailles'
history. The ways in which Ashburnham has been heddafter Bayard are considered first; and
this comparison then allows the degree to whichbishham falls short of his predecessor.
Where Bayard risks his life in battle, for instapashburnham seems to risk very little in society
polo matches; where Bayard is concerned with ret@ya over appearance, Ashburnham takes
great care in dressing himself and less for rddiexy; and where de Mailles' depiction of
Bayard emphasize his romantic dedication to a stagihysically unattainable—beloved,
Ashburnham engages in a long series of middlingrafivith his social inferiors.

Yet the comparison between the two texts is natdidito the relationship between
Bayard and Ashburnham. The more crucial idea fgateonsideration is the differences in
literary treatment in the two narratives. De Mai|l&or Ford, is the model of a good narrator; he
manages successfully to represent Bayard as a Saldeer. Indeed, insofar as he conveys this
sense to the reader, one could say that de M@li@$00d Impressionist along Ford's lines.
Thus Dowell's task in writing “the Saddest Story'td be de Mailles: he hopes to represent
Ashburnham, as de Mailles does for Bayard, as #&wdigure of mimesis.

This project, however, cannot succeed: the cruxoofl's authorial work is that Dowell's
heroicizing descriptions sound lofty and ringingabquick glance, but the more closer they are
considered, the more they break down into a comsjardportion between Dowell's faux-
chivalric prose and the deeply unremarkable realitigdward. It is not so much that Edward is

unable to be the Good Soldier—one wonders if ha @nagines himself in that role, or if it is
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solely Dowell's fantasia that brings up the palkaHeut that Dowell tries so hopefully, so
earnestly, and finally in such bad taste to didtort into equivalence with his namesake.

To a great extent, thefihe Good Soldieis Ford's portrait of modernist authorship
attempting to transform modern reality into equévede with an idealized feudal heroism. This
willful distortion—the same bad taste that makew&d 'close enough' to a Good Soldier for
Dowell to attempt to round up—is for Ford at itsethe same error that made the Futurists
consider modern warfare a form of contemporaryiserand the same error that would led
Pound to imagine Fascism as a modern Feudalism.

The Good Soldieis the evidence of Ford's willingness to go beythate
contemporaries by sacrificing his attraction tod@umetaphor for the sake of critical lucidity.
Dowell may mistake Edward for Bayard, but Ford doefs and the novel stands as his critique
of the attempt to do so in modernist representatibime Good Soldier,” the title that makes the
ligature between Edward and Bayard, is what Fatajaes: Dowell's use of this epithet is his
fundamental attempt, as narrator, to poeticallgdeithe gap between history and the present
and to transform Edward from reality to chivaliigure; and it is precisely that poetic
transformation that Ford arrests, pulls apart, autgects to laughter.

And yet was Ford was merely a detached analysti®failure of metaphor? Ford was a
lover of the feudal and a narrator of the conterapgrand the logical confluence of these two—
the attempt to create a modern narrative that myites feudal ideals—is precisely what one
would expect from his writing. Instead, it is wiadrd, almost unremarked, shifts onto the
shoulders of his near-double Dowell.

Thus it is the meaning of this shift—whether Foundessfully (and harmlessly)
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distanced himself from Dowell, or whether he silffered some loss in that disavowal—that
must be considered further. At the heart of thestiol, we will see, is the function of laughter in

The Good Soldier.
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Chapter llI

'‘Orgueil et aberration': Retakifidhe Good Soldieas Comedy

Ce pauvre diable s'est au moins défiguré, peutsast-il
fracturé un membre essentiel. Cependant, le rirgpaxi,
irrésistible et subit®

(Baudelaire, “De I'essence du rire”).

Baudelaire writes of laughter that “le rire ...nvigle la supériorité” (346) and argues
that this superiority is intimately linked to th&eriority or degradation of the object of comedy.
Were one to apply Baudelaire's analysi§tie Good Soldiert would suggest that the novel's
essential comic componentvhat provides the real fodder for the novel's ldaghk-is the
degradation of its protagonists. This degradatisuspect, was theal technique of Ford's
comedy: it is the consistent failure of the novptstagonists to beoble, beautiful, admirable
that he gives to the reader to laugh at. This lergh what profoundly separat€se Good
Soldier from a tragic novel; and at its most essentiayggests the very impossibility of
Impressionist narrative to convey modern tragedjpéoreader.

In this chapter, | will argue that this particuladestructive laughter was Fordis

poetica The novel is certainly funny; but | hope to calesithat humor systematically, by

6 "The poor devil is at the very least disfiguredhags has broken a vital limb. Yet laughter buestss irresistible
and sudden.'
17 “Laughter, they say, comes from superiority.”
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attempting to trace the comedy found at specif¢ ploments back to a sustained and consistent
construction of the comic that is integral to tlewel's characters, plot, and narrative. This
'sustained and consistent construction' is, as &aurd suggests, the inferiority or degradation of
the novel's subject: Ford's comic treatment ofstie events and the feudal pretensions of the
narrative serves to make them the object of laughmeloing so, Ford detaches the reader's
experience from what Dowell has intended to prodtlee (emotional) impressions he attempts
to convey are, through Ford's comic treatment,esuibgl to a critical rather than a sympathetic
appraisal.

First, then, | will critically resituate the keyrte of discussion, comedy, as a 'serious'
element of the novel. My point of departure is thigvious critical readings dihe Good
Soldierhave considered its comic elements only as enentznt; | will argue that an accurate
reading of the novel depends on understandingctinsedy as a destructive and critical force,
one that is fundamentally abrasive to the centrateonal conceits of Dowell's narrative (love,
feudal virtue, sadness). This interpretation aicses comedy' will contextualize a reading of
The Good Soldiewith critical interpretations of laughter and comdxy Aristotle and
Baudelaire, in order to out the quality of eroseemnthat | have cited as fundamental to Fordian
comedy.

| will then turn to close readings of several satsi of the novel, in order to show how
Ford uses the destructive quality of laughter tdarmine what appear to be serious, central
values or mores of Dowell's narrative. This readind its theoretical context will illuminate the
function of comedy imThe Good Soldieat its most radical: an absolute undermining of Bibe

claims that his narrative is “the Saddest Stonhich puts the novel's function as emotionally
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compelling narrative—or as Impressionist narratiesmpletely in question. Finally, 1 will
briefly consider the implications of this comedy The Good Soldieas a novelistic project.
What does Ford accomplish with the comic destraatibDowell's serious novelistic enterprise?
DoesDowell's narrative still produce some tragic seitigfan its reader, despite the laughter it

provokes?

It may already be objected that to consitlee Good Soldiecomedy as fundamentally
serious is too great an interpretive liberty. Om fidfice of it, the humor ihhe Good Soldier
appears primarily in off-the-cuff, ‘entertainingnsic passages. Are these not attached only
spuriously to the 'real structure' of the novel3uich an interpretive system, the 'serious' events
of the novel would constitute the real argumertheftext and be readdependentlyf the
humor that pops up at its margins—and the toneavfdl's narration only encourages such an
interpretative choice, as Dowell uses comedy pedci® gloss over the gaps or aesthetically
galling moments in his narrative.

Here, however, author and narrator must be cledstynguished. Does Ford really share
Dowell's proposition—that is, is Ford's use of hunmbended merely to entertain, distract, and
cover up the untidy margins of the work? My wagethiat he does not—that Ford ultimately
associates Dowell with this use of humor as entertant, while he detaches his authorial
position from that relationship in order to taklEaamore critical position.

Nevertheless, the idea that Ford used comedy miregntertainment—merely to invite
his reader comfortably into the text and win hisnadtion—is not is not without substance.

Perennially in search of success with the readuldi@, and perennially in need of income from
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book sales, Ford developed a mania for entertaipmeanifested in a constant, overwhelming
use of both melodrama and humor when writing inohis voice'®

Thus in Ford's own literary voice, both comedy aadness are subsumed to the general
necessity of interesting, entertaining, or capingathe reader—a necessity that springs from
Ford's desire, both emotional and financial, fardar public success. loseph Conrad: A
Personal Remembrandee writes that

We agreed on this axiom:

The first business of Style is to make work inténggs the second business of Style is

to make work interesting: the third business oteSty make work interesting: the
fourth business of Style is to make work interestthe fifth business of Style ....

Style, then, has no other business (80).

Ford shows an ironic sensibility in his mock-petfioation of “Style,” for his argument is
precisely that Style is invested in 'businesst 8tgle is used to attract the attention, the edgr
and—Ford wished—eventually the goodwill of the mratHumor is one of the many techniques
that this type of style uses to keep the read#esation, and it appears often as one of the lowest
of them, a sort of cringing stand-in when good wgtis no longer possible and Ford attempts a
sort of comic banter with the reader.

The assumption that comedy serves only to entertainich Ford advanced in his
critical work, though not, I will argue, ithe Good Soldidatself—has been the fundamental
assumption of critical readers who disclibe Good Soldieas comedy. It provided the
interpretative foundation of Mark Schorer's anay€§iomedy and’he Good Soldiér(1948),

the article which introduced the 'comic readingTbé Good Soldieais a critical principle for

understanding the novel. The effect of Schorerdrdmution a half-century later is the self-

8 To follow a strict differentiation between authardanarrator, it is Dowell's—not Ford's—sense of buthat
appears in th&he Good SoldiefOn Impressionism,” however, provides excellerdamples of Ford's use of
humor as a way to cozy up with his reader.
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evidence of the novel's comic element, or in Sat®reords, the idea thdhe Good Soldieis a
"great work of comic irony" (305); but this selfidence has come at the price of criticism that
'takes comedy seriously." In a word, Schorer'ssilatito considefhe Good Soldiemerely
ironic, and not treat it on the level of criticishgs limited critics—however sophisticated their
analysis might be—to consider the novel merelyrdsréainment, never as a more 'serious' thesis
on modern narrative and its inability to convey fauimaffairs—love, conflict, tragedy—with
dignity.

It is worth at least a brief consideration of tbigical text. Schorer writes: "As in most
great works of comic irony, the mechanical struetfThe Good Soldieis controlled to a
degree nothing less than taut, while the struatfiraeaning is almost blandly open, capable of
limitless refractions” (305). Schorer has only heteoduced the idea th&he Good Soldieis a
work “of comic irony;” and yet already a great deround has been covered—perhaps so
much that the apparent self-evidence of his terlagyhas not been explored. In effect, Schorer
skips straight from classification ("As in most \kst) to the question of the novel's meaning
("almost blandly open, capable of limitless refras"), where he finds the dizzying moral
confusion that results from Ford's introductiorcomedy into—in Benjaminian terms—the fate-
novel.

But isThe Good Soldiegs Schorer writes, simply a work of ‘comic irony@hy, after
all, depends on a clean detachment between theraath the ironic claim: the humor value is
precisely that the author is not present wherddims to be. As has been shown, Ford and
Dowell have a considerably more complex relatiopsbiowell is, like Ford, an enthusiast of

feudal culture; he shares Ford's sensibility fagédy; and he, like Ford, is an Impressionist



60
writer. Indeed, the whole senseTdfe Good Soldieis lost if one considers ironic detachment as
the only form of comedy: it is precisely Ford's openchant for the tragic that is at play in
Dowell. ThusThe Good Soldieis not simply comedy for comedy's sake: at stakeoird's
portrait of Impressionist writing—in his portrait Dowell, that is to say—is the question of
whether Ford's own writing could transform humda iinto literary tragedy.

Thus Schorer's error was to consider the term cgmsgelf excessively self-evident. He
has identifiedrhe Good Soldieas a comedy, yet without a strict definition of @uhy; and thus
while his analysis criticism succeeds in a soraef classification by genre, it fails to illuminate
the real sense or effect of Ford's use of the co@oaldThe Good Soldieemploy comedy in a
far more serious way—as a critique of the abilitynmdern narrative to present any compelling,
meaningful story—than the lightness of literaryny@

Thus the lack of specificity in Schorer's text amedy is a point of departure for a far
more active reading of the function of comedy ia tiovel. Let us suppose an alternate thesis:
that the comedy ofhe Good Soldies not in the least expendable but goes to thet loéarhat
IS 'serious’ in the novel. It is in comedy that thikure of Dowell's narration to transform
Edward, Leonora, and Florence into tragic charaet@haracters over whose fates we might
feel sorrow. Precisely at the moment we begin ¢btlas sorry, their ridiculousness becomes
apparent; and it is that ridiculousness that thatheart of the comic.

In order to reframe this discussion of comedy, thevould like to replace Schorer's
fundamental assumption—that comedy, as entertaiprasmuses by showing something
intrinsically positive or ‘happy'—with a negativefohition of comedy, one that points to its

dependence on ridiculousness, weakness, or aedtifgte as the source of laughter.
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Aristotle's brief treatment of comic in tiR®eticsprovides an opening for this
redefinition. Aristotle insists strongly upon theportance of ugliness or lowness in comedy.
Indeed for him it is the central or definitive elem: “Poetry then became subdivided, according
to the character proper to each kind of poet: sergeople imitated fine actions and the actions
of good men, whereas more ordinary people imitdtedactions of inferior men” (414-15). The
former—the imitation of the good and the beautiflleeame tragedy, and the latter—the
imitation of the low and the ugly—became comedy.
What is the importance of this ugliness? At therheBlaughter in Aristotle's definition is
a certain disgusting or repulsive quality. In faogsprecisely on this quality, then, comedy does
a certain damage to its subjetihe Good Soldieas much as Greek comedy, is fundamentally
concerned with what is wrong or deformed in itsreloters. In representing precisely that
ugliness, comedy bars these characters from whatt Aristotle calls mimesis and what
Benjamin calls the 'warmth of a stranger's fateharacter cannot be at once laughable and the
object of profound association.
Nevertheless, Aristotle's main discussiofPoeticsis of course of tragedy, and he
dismisses comedy's imitation of ugliness, thougimifial, as fundamentally unimportant. He
writes:
As we said above, comedy is an imitation of infetiongs and people. They are not
absolutely bad, however; the point is that the ealode is part of the ugly. It is a sort of
mistake, an ugliness that does not give pain osedestruction. For example, the
comic mask is something ugly and distorted, buseawno pain.

In essence, comedy poses no threat here. It dode #re value or nobility of its own subject as

with the “ugly and distorted” mask; but that sulbjetthe actions of inferior men"—has already

been lacking in value and nobility. There is thodassfrom the distortion of the comic: the
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comic “causes no pain” because it shows the uginasy ofthat which is already lovand
never turns its gaze to what is held in esteem.

The destructive effect of comedy is thus perceptimeted by Aristotle; but he also holds
it essentiallyunimportantbecause of the strict genre delineation betwegetipwand comedy.
Comedy imitates low actions and represents thdinegs; tragedy imitates “fine actions and the
actions of good men” and represents their nobldéittgga Because of this delineation between
the two, tragedy is protected from the erosiveat$fef comedy's tendency to make its characters
repulsiveness. It is the firm separation of genttes careful investiture of the comic into the
ritual and practice of comedy, that protects trggeadm coming face to face with the laughable.
The comic mask can thus indeed be said to “caugaimg’ because the ugliness it shows is
always expected, delimited, temporary. It is in@av'not absolutely bad”: comedy for Aristotle
is never absolute, never intrudes into the gersenase of life, but reserved in the sphere of the
contingent, the temporary, the 'low.’'

Thus Aristotle does not even need to articulateracern that the comic might intrude
into the tragic. Happy to avoid doing so: the imwdhry intrusion of the comic into the tragic—
or the escape of the comic from the delimited the®general—would bring a fundamental
tremblemeninto his system of poetics. If “the actions of gondn” are represented as a model
for the lives of the audience, the intrusion ofglater does not only destroy the aesthetic effect of
that representation but ipgirposeas well.

This point cannot be overstated. It is not merkat,tif made comic, tragedy loses its
tactical gains and must start over. Too much h&sadl invested too much in the tragic to

sacrifice it so freely: the actions of tragic hexpié made laughable, do not merely cease to be a
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didactic model, but go farther and become a sooifrt®rror® This is one of the real effects of
comedy inThe Good Soldiethen: the investment that Dowell has made in theomance, the
value, and the sadness of its characters comdsrmgadown with the introduction of the comic,
and the reader is mired in the pathos of tragicadtars who are only laughable.

This strangely permanent horror comes from the enddasure of all investment made in
the tragic. For Aristotle, tragedy consists mogptamantly of andentificationwith the actions of
good men: when those actions suddenly become lalgghtis one's own identification with
them that must be cut off or abandoned. It ish@ teason that Bergson writes that “Il semble
gue le comique ne peut produire son ébranlemeatigwondition de tomber sur une surface
d'ame bien calme, bien unie ... Le rire n'a pas ds giand ennemi que I'émotiol’q rire, 3)%°:
the comic, when it is read 'safely'—as entertairtmeatepends for the reader's protection on the
absolute separation between reader and comic su¥jbat dies absolutely in the comic is an
identification with the subject of comedy: it iseds attachment, in Aristotle's language, to 'the
good' and to 'the noble' that is sacrificed whea langhs at them.

This reading of Aristotle has already, however,agjan far as it can. Indeed, in forcing
Aristotle's genre classifications to extend outh&lir natural domain in order to formulate the
intrusion of comedy into the tragic, | have alresalen his ideas significantdyl'oblique.To go
farther it is necessary to move to a theorizatibtihe comic that interests itself precisely in this
involuntary intrusion and the damage it causebgearization which focusgweciselyon the

'pain’ that Aristotle holds absent from comedy, and which, in the place of fixed genre-

¥ |t is for this reason that Edward does not eveohee—though we might prefer it—a simple comic buffoo
Instead his lowness does not merely amuse: therguglity of fascination mixed with the horror fi/@duces. If
there is at the close @he Good Soldiethus a kind of tragedy, it is the tragedy of Edveambmicness—the
purely literary tragedy that the tragic hero cargast.

2 It seems that the comic cannot produc&ltsanlemenfshaking, cftremblemerjtexcept on the condition of
falling upon the surface of a fully calm and unifigsoul ... Laughter has no greater enemy than emobti
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delimitation, insists precisely dremblement-on the intersection between sadness and comedy
that Ford brings about ifhe Good Soldier

The exemplary text for thisemblementthen, is BaudelaireBe I'essence du riret is
precisely in Baudelaire that one meets with theture of the bohemian—the figure of modern
tragedy—and the restlessness of a comic sensithattydoes not allow for tragic sentiment; and
on the link between ugliness and comedy, Baudefmds himself strikingly close to Aristotle.
He writes:

Chose curieuse et vraiment digne d’attention ga&dduction de cet élément
insaisissable du beau jusque dans les ceuvresé@kEstrreprésenter a ’lhomme sa propre
laideur morale et physiqué'!

Baudelaire's articulation of the comic shares @emial idea with Aristotle's: he
describes comedy as fundamentally concerned wdpaction of ugliness—or to go slightly
further, with the effort to find angdortray the ugliness at the heart of the comic subjectisnd
lofty pretensions. This, in brief, is the 'damadm@e in comedy: comic representation takes a
subject with pretensions to seriousness and inteslit: “Adventavit asinus, / Pulcher et
fortissimus.?? In doing so, whatever value that might have besd buffers an absolute loss of
their gravity. Here we begin to understand, perhaiy Ford's perception of his own
ridiculousness in Squerries Park only increasednsery: once his tragic performance had
become comic, it was his ability to experience ®@arover his loss itself that was lost.

Baudelaire departs firmly from Aristotle, howewahen he writes that comedy 'is
destined to represent to man his own moral andipdlysgliness,' rather than 'the moral and

physical ugliness of others.' The latter is in asséAristotle’'s claim when he writes of 'the

2L ‘A curious and truly attention-worthy thing, thpmearance of this elusive element of the beawifeh in those
works destined to represent to man his own momlpdnysical ugliness' (334).
22 “The ass arrived, beautiful and most brav@&&yond Good and Evil,5; translation given by Kaufmann.)
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actions of low men:' comedy causes laughter, festéile, over an ugliness that is entirely
exterior to andibsolutely separated frothe viewing subject. Baudelaire insists insteadhen
firm connection between the reader and the subfdatighter: one's laughter is, for Baudelaire,
always being turned inward; and the damage it €sd® never external or violent, but instead
personal, infinitesimal, absolute.

How does this damage subtly return, then, fronothject toward which comedy is
directed back to the one who has laughed at it2ifebnsider Baudelaire's very concrete
example:

Pour prendre un des exemples les plus vulgairéss de, qu'y a-t-il de si réjouissant dans

le spectacle d'un homme qui tombe sur la glaceiplepaveé, qui trébuche au bout d'un

trottoir, pour que la face de son frére en JésusstCse contracte d'une facon désordonnée,

pour que les muscles de son visage se metteneagabitement comme une horloge a

midi ou un joujou a ressort$*?
In Baudelaire's example, we seem at first to fim&most common example, not of comedy, but
of tragedy: a man falls on the sidewalk, 'at theyVeast disfigured, perhaps having broken a
vital limb."' The one who sees the fall—the fallimgn's equal as his 'brother in Jesus Christ," and
who could easily be the one who falls—should byights experience sorrow: in the brief story
he sees elapse, it is the image of himself whojised. Without being physically injured by the
other man's fall, then, he should neverthelessféedlim. In Baudelaire's account, then, a 'good
reader—one who does not laugh—is defined by higyato sympathize with tragic events,
even those on the smallest scale.

And yet laughter breaks out. The man has, afteoaly stumbled; and it seems—from

Baudelaire's evidently hyperbolic account of brokerbs and disfigurements—that the source

2 To take one of life's most lowly examples, whasdgsamusing in the sight of a man who falls onoicever a
cobblestone, who trips at the end of a sidewali, tie face of his brother in Jesus Christ shoatdract wildly,
that the muscles of his face should begin suddenpfay like a clock at noon, like a jack-in-thext36(341).
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of this laughter is the onlooker's disbelief thangthing truly injurious has occurred. Or better,
his unwillingness to believe in that injury: laughbursts out at the moment that the onlooker,
unmoved by the fallen man's injury, is utterly déed from the sympathy that he should feel.

Who, then, is injured by the onlooker's laughted?, M seems, the one who has fallen:
his concerns are with his more immediate and mbysipal injury, to which laughter has little
relation. Rather it is for the one who participatesy from a distance—who suffers loss only, we
could say, only insofar as he identifies himsellvthe man who falls in the drama played out
before him—that something is lost. At the momentaughs at the man's error in failing to see a
raised cobblestone, he loses his ability to expege-to invest himself into—the man's pain.

Comedy thus necessarily blocks the reader's abiligssociate with and to experience
tragedy: in identifying the 'ugliness' of the coraubject and thus separating him from the reader
—or forcing the reader to disown him—comedy makesfindamental associative act of tragic
reading impossible.

In the brief excerpt from Mizener's biography ofdrthat appeared in the introduction to
this text, it is the same comedy that interruptsn@t’'s ability to experience or sympathize with
Ford's moment of melancholy. Garnett is struckh®yihcongruity when Ford pauses to check
his watch; and at the moment that he notes thisacceemse in Ford's actions he is cut off from
tragic sentiment.

Thus Baudelaire and Ford find themselves in acherd on one particularly fundamental
point: real comedy is not, in its most proper seagaurely literary game. Instead, it is
necessarily a lived experience: the reader ofiaulious tragedy is forced to laugh; it is this

laughter that cuts him off from the text and demies the possibility of sympathy or investment
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with its claims to tragedy. Comedy thus stands betwthe reader and the experience of tragedy
—and as the example of Ford's melancholy in thk plaowed, this experience is not necessarily
literary. Just Ford attempts to identify the fun@sutal sadness in his own life, his awareness of
his own ridiculousness as he checks the time ¢otoff from doing so. It is for this reason that
Baudelaire writes that the comic is “destined f@resent to man his own moral and physical
ugliness:” it stands in the way of experiencingress by pointing out what is mundane, what
sticks out, what resists tragic depiction.

It is for this reason that Benjamin's theorizatodithe novel—a theorization that depends
on the deeply personal relationship between reaa@icharacter—is so well-juxtaposed with
Baudelaire's idea of the comic. What is lost, fauBelaire, is all that is won from the novel by
the reader: it is “the hope of warming his shivgtiifie with a death he reads about” (101) that is
absolutely lost when the novelistic character islenlaughable.

It is this discovery—that comedy profoundly underes the possibility of experiencing
tragedy—that Dowell will make ifhe Good Soldie©verwhelmed with the melancholy of “the
Saddest Story,” he finds that finds that comediésonly way teescapehe overwhelming
sadness of his narrative. This is a barely-staedttof Dowell's writing: his dependence on
comedy to smooth over the incongruities of hisaiare and to ward off maudlin sadness at its
most overwhelming is omnipresent, yet almost naeknowledged.

But in one of his most illuminating moments—almbstied in the text—Dowell
explains the meaning of the comic treatment thpeaps so consistently in his narrative.
“Forgive my writing of these monstrous things imstfrivolous manner,” he writes; “If | did not |

should break down and cry” (47). What more diabatimission? What more surprising claim,
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from the narrator of “the Saddest Story,” that hehas to separate himself from sadness and
retreat into the security of the ironic?

At the heart of what is shocking here is the redian that the comic tone in Dowell's
writing—a tone which until now | have consideregotuntary,unsdesirable, accidental—might
properly termed atrategyin Dowell's narrative treatment. | had argued thatincongruities
and disproportions of Dowell's attempt to transfd&dward Ashburnham simply rise to the point
of uncontainability and burst out into the text.ddyet—even if it is not Ashburnham that he
treats comically—is it not Dowell who has unleashieelforces of self-awareness, of separation,
of un-tragedy?

Dowell is not alarmed at the outset, of coursetheyanesthetic effects of laughter—using
laughter to avoid excessive tragic emotion wag aftehis idea. And this carefree anesthesia
would work, indeed, in a less careful reading: htone moments offer themselves to be read
over quickly, and it is preciselyecause they are not to be taken seriotigy they are amusing.
Like Baudelaire's onlooker, laughter is an escape the unpleasantness of sorrow—and it is
only much later that this laughter will be seemtpede, not only sorrow at that moment, but the
very core of narrative tragedy.

Ford, however, refuses to let this failure of hurberglossed over. The longer a
humorous moment is considered, the less producfiveal laughter it becomes, but the more
profoundly it seems to put the Dowell's fundameatsaumptions—on feudal aesthetics, love,
virtue—into question. Let us consider, then, a feaments where comedy appears—
intentionally, it seems—imhe Good Soldieim order to show how Dowell critiques or comically

'deflates’ the pretensions or postures of the ath@racters. The first—the easiest, perhaps—is
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his portrayal of Florence:

| fancy his wife's irony did quite alarm poor Tegdgcause one evening he asked me

seriously in the smoking-room if | thought that mgytoo much in one's head would

really interfere with one's quickness in polo.tiusk him, he said, that brainy Johnnies

generally were rather muffs when they got on ta fegs. | reassured him as best |

could. | told him that he wasn't likely to takednough to upset his balance. At that

time the Captain was quite evidently enjoying bezdgcated by Florence. She used to

do it about three or four times a week under thr@png eyes of Leonora and myself.

It wasn't, you understand, systematic. It cameunsts. It was Florence clearing up one

of the dark places of the earth, leaving the warlitle lighter than she had found it.

She would tell him the story of Hamlet; explain them of a symphony, humming the

first and second subjects to him, and so on; shddwexplain to him the difference

between Armenians and Erastians; or she wouldlgimea short lecture on the early

history of the United States. And it was done ey well calculated to arrest a young

attention. Did you ever read Mrs. Markham? Welyits like that ...” (33-34).
Here Ford is pursuing a number of comic threadkiwihe same passage. One is a mockery of
Edward's character—Dowell, we can assume, is engagihyperbole to an extent when he
writes that Edward was worried over the possibieotfof a few historical tidbits on his polo
game; but the hyperbole is effective comically hesesits exaggeration points to a certain truth,
the preoccupation of the 'sporting type' with pbgbkability to the neglect of intellectual
pursuits. But Ford simultaneously subtly undermithesintellectual as well: the ‘'education’ that
Florence is giving Edward “under the approving eyekeonora and myself” is of course a
double-entendre for the physical component of Edveaad Florence's affair, and thus the
supposed intellectualism that would detract fromrwBdl's polo game is really another bodily
pursuit. “Education” is dealt a particularly hatdbw: on the one hand it is almost visibly put in
scare-quotes by the sexual metaphor, and on tlee byhthe comparison of Florence's actual

lessons to the Mrs. Markham boéks

Through the wordplay at work here, then, Ford gav@sore complex critique of

24 In a footnote, the Norton editor Martin Stannardatibes Mrs. Markham the “writer of superficial toisy books
for children” (34).



70
Florence's worldview. The central point of Floréaagharacter is her dedicationit@provement,
given here as her drive toward “clearing up onthefdark places of the earth, leaving the world
a little lighter than she had found it.” Yet thidéaring up” is entirely disingenuous: her real
interest iscreatinga “dark place of the earth,” because it is pregibelr affair with Edward that
she wishes to keep hidden. What is really 'sickgehto use a Fordian term, is that Ford
establishes that Florence is not merely using @&itut and improvement' as a pretext. If her act
were merely instrumental, a sort of ‘decoy moratibyering up her real motives, her character
could even be called noble—in another context—tfdedication to romantic love. But
instrumental it is not: ‘'education and improvemsats the entire tone of Florence's relationship
to Edward, because their sexual relationship, kasdestablished, occurs precisely under the
sign of 'education.’

Comedy here thus quickly advances from its entigtpavord-play, to show Dowell's
absolute detachment from sympathy with his wif@rj the way, as the depth of the comic
increases, its practical humor value is overtakeiisomore significant destructive force. The
entry-point of this passage—Ford's innuendo on ailuc—is earnestly amusing; and yet the
closer the passage is read, the less it inspitegaod laughter and the more thoroughly it
undermines Florence's moral system and self-reptasen. At the close it is only bitterly—that
IS to say, not in the least amusingly—funny: Flaeda value to Dowell, we might choose to put
it, has been absolutely lost.

In a second passage, we begin to move closer—shatsay, Dowell's comic disavowals
and disattachments move closer—to the heart of sveevn convictions. Here it is Edward's

self-articulation that comes in for critique. Irethassage, Edward has met a Spanish dancer, La
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Dolciquita, at a casino, slept with her, and inrsleoder “discovered that he was madly, was
passionately, was overwhelming in love with helOg)L La Dolciquita, more reasonable, asks
for a “perfectly reasonable” hundred thousand dsita continue the arrangement, and Edward,
wrapped up in his fantasies of love, is inconsaabl

Edward went mad; his world stood on its head; thlenp in front of the blue sea

danced grotesque dances. ... She had once beensliiessj he reflected, and, by all
the moral laws she ought to have gone on beinghlasess or at the very least his
sympathetic confidante. But her rooms were closddrh; she did not appear in the
hotel. Nothing: blank silence. To break that dowerhlad to have twenty thousand
pounds. ...

He spent a week of madness; he hungered; his ag&srg he shuddered at

Leonora's touch. | daresay that nine tenths of Wwhabok to be his passion for La
Dolciquita was really discomfort at the thoughtttha had been unfaithful to Leonora.
He felt uncommonly bad, that is to say—oh, unbdgrbad, and he took it all to be
love. Poor devil, he was incredibly naif (107).
Edward—naive and even childish as he is—imagineséif deeply, 'truly' in love with La
Dolciquita. And were Dowell a less sensitive (a endaithful’) chronicler, he might accept that
self-assessment, depicting Edward's affair withddwecer as a compelling instance of sudden,
selfless, romantic love.

But instead, Dowell is all too aware of Edward'sspeal history, and his narrative
Edward's attraction to La Dolciquita, contextuatizeth the legions of his other affairs, is
trivialized. Edward is, we imagine, unconsciousha comic contradiction in a would-be courtly
lover who imagines himself to be in love with hag®l inferiors—and is not not even content to
romanticize one Dulcinea, but instead projectgdmsantic fantasies onto each one he meets.
Dowell, however, is entirely aware of these conttans: indeed, it is his telling that

emphasizes the comic deflation of Edward's romartensions through hyperbole.

Thus what Edward perceives as real misery is, fmw@l, silly and weightless: his
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conclusion that Edward “felt uncommonly bad, tisata say—oh, unbearably bad” bears the
clear signs, in its tepid equivalence between #seial (‘'uncommonly’) and the romantic
(‘'unbearably)articulations of Edward's sadnessjmple comic detachment. Edward's tragedy is
cliché for Dowell, and thus he does not feel whateeal pain is involved for Edward. Once
again, then, 'the Saddest Story' is, for its narraisolutely devoid of tragic experience.

But both of these examples, it is clear, have lfeedamentally minor instances of the
destructive effect of laughter upon seriousnessadness iThe Good Soldiein the first case—
the most lightly treated—it is Florence's self-esg@ntation that is problematized by the humor in
Dowell's description; in the second, it is Edwardé&a of romance and self-idealization as a
romantic suitor that Dowell's comic awareness rendatenable. In both cases, Dowell's ability
to see the comic disjunctions or disproportions @sakem laughable; but little loss comes to
Dowell from it, because it is not his own belieksm—or his own experience of sorrow—that
IS put into question. In brief, what does it matteDowell if Edward's sorrow or Florence's
sorrow is laughable, so long as the emotionaltyeptioper tohimis not made laughable?

Nevertheless, we see Dowell's comfortable separétion this comedy be increasing
shaken the closer it approaches to his own positnaleed, his ability to take this comedy truly
lightly depends on his distance from the charaateuestion. Florence—for whom Dowell has
the most intense dislike—is an easy subject foremynDowell's distance from her is such that,
in the Baudelairean scheme, he hardly feels theadardone in making her laughable, and the
comic depiction is simply tossed off in his writing Ashburnham's case, considerably more
time is spent in the representation; and it seesrib@ugh, even despite himself, Dowell feels a

certain pain at the realization that Ashburnharffi&ra are no high romance, but mere burlesque.
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What happens, then, when Dowell's own experiendessi—when the ruination of his
social circle, the essentially instantaneous disapmce of the whole context of his adult life—
becomes subject to appreciation as comic? Thatgay: if Dowell so swiftly perceives the
failures, cliches, or misrepresentations in Floesmand Edward's self-pity, will he be able to
experience his own? It is here—at the moment Domeakes his own investment in the text
subject to the comic—that laughter returns, as Bt has predicted, upon its originator.
Dowell's dedication to the idea of the text's sadrea dedication that may, it seems, be his only
motivation in writing the text—will be put into gson at the moment his losses are, like the
fallen man's injuries, considered merely laughable.

It is thus at the very close of the text—the Fandraasterstring'—that tragedy reaches its
most intense pitch, and where laughter burstsrois iplace. This moment comes as Edward
prepares to commit suicide—first because of hisifaito satisfy Leonora; then because of his
inability to pursue Nancy; and finally because isfiemorse for the death of Florence. His mind,
Ford suggests, is full of tepid literary allusicagpropriate for the moment:

Well, Edward was the English gentleman; but he alss, to the last, a

sentimentalist, whose mind was compounded of iakfit poems and novels. He just
looked up to the roof of the stable, as if he weoking to Heaven, and whispered
something that | did not catch.

Then he put two fingers into the waistcoat pocKeti® grey, frieze suit; they came

out with a little neat pen-knife—quite a small gamfe. He said to me:

"You might just take that wire to Leonora.' Andlbeked at me with a direct,
challenging, brow-beating glare. | guess he coatlis my eyes that | didn't intend to
hinder him. Why should I hinder him? | didn't thihk was wanted in the world, let his
confounded tenants, his rifle-associations, hisikiauds, reclaimed and unreclaimed,
get on as they liked. Not all the hundreds and heotslof them deserved that that poor
devil should go on suffering for their sakes.

When he saw that | did not intend to interfere viaiim his eyes became sort and

almost affectionate. He remarked:

'So long, old man, | must have a bit of rest, yoow'
| didn't know what to say. | wanted to say, '‘Goelslslyou’, for | also am a
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sentimentalist. But | thought that perhaps that oot be quite English good form,
so | trotted off with the telegram to Leonora. S¥es quite pleased with it (162).

Here, then, is where Dowell should most like toalirdown into an overwhelming
sorrow. In Edward's death, all the sadnesses indlkel—the failure at romance, the failure at
marriage, the failure at soldiery—are once mortated; and Edward's death signifies the final
irreversibility of their existence, the reality tifar Dowell nothing, not even his friend's lifejllw
be spared. That is to say, it is here that he shidkd, with Bertran de Born, to claim an
experience of real, irreparable loss:

Estouta Mortz, plena de marrimen,

Vanar to potz quel melhor chavalier

As tolt al mon qu'anc fos de nula gen,

Quar non es res qu'a pretz aia mestier

Que tot no fos el jove rei englé&s.
The experience of loss and death should be tragiDdéwell, and his description of them should
be able to produce the same experience of tragetheireader. And yet what is lost—not only
in Edward's death, but in Florence's as well, andancy's madness, and in Dowell's
estrangement from Leonora, all of which Edwardathleepresents as the final, climactic event
of the plot—is his connection to the network of jgabs that, through the whole length of the

novel, he has carefully, minutely, irreparably tegawith mockery. What is lost to Dowell then—

simply to take him at his word—is nothing: in tiegtthe other characters only as comic figures,

% Proud Death, full of grief,
Boast well you may that the best knigbhavaliei
Have taken from the world that ever was in any peEop
For no thing exists of value
That did not belong solely to the young Englishgkin

Pound's rendering:

O skilful Death and full of bitterness,
Well mayst thou boast that thou the best chevalier
That any folk e'er had, hast from us taken;
Sith nothing is that unto worth pertaineth
But had its life in the young English King.
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Dowell has bound himself to represent their downfat with tears but with laughter.

This is the reason, then, that the final linesheftext are so utterly unproductive of
emotion for the reader. Of the moment that Edwdedswvell might allow him some final poetic
send-off to their friendship, Dowell can write orthat “I didn't know what to say.” He gives a
token acknowledgment to what has become a merexpr@temotionality, but waves it away (‘I
thought that perhaps that would not be quite Ehgisod form”) with the lightness that only
absolute disattachment—only the absolute lack @frfg—can provide. Finally, he writes, he
“trotted off with the telegram:” it is no funeralarch with which the text ends, but a caper away
from death and away from somberness.

Dowell's originary decision to venture into the gonthen, inexorably undermines his
attempt to find some kind of sadness—and some mganiithin the story. Comedy, far from
producing 'entertainment' or 'distraction,’ popprtscisely to what is serious and unnerving e
Good Soldierthe failure of Dowell's representation of 'The SestdStory' to inspire admiration,
empathy, or sadness. Fordian comedy is profoundlsive to the attempt to produce these
emotions in the reader—and the production of tle@setions is the essential task of the
Impressionism. Comedy thus seems to burst out dehith Impressionist writing: it is precisely
where the most heavy-handed, maudlin sadnessssedsipon that laughter appears, and this
laughter ruins the emotional effect absolutely.

Thus what is suggested, before the closEhaf Good Soldiers an essential damage
done to the possibility of modernist narrative. [Rdiw-for all that his narrative has succeeded so
litle—is no thoughtless or ignorant writer; ane tmaterial he worked with—the incredible

failure of his marriage, to say little of the sdieiof his wife and of his closest friend—certainly
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does not lack for tragic import. Yet precisely ioving toward this tragedy, Dowell arrives in the
end only at the tragedy of a life lived, in retresp with no value and no loss, but only the

ugliness shown in humor.

In this chapter, then, | have attempted to radicadlvance a reading ®he Good Soldier
as comedy by linking Ford's comic treatment ofribeel's plot with theoretical arguments on
the function of laughter and comedy. Through aeleading of Schorer's text, it is my argument
that while his sensitivity to the novel's fundanamnone led him to the right conclusion in
calling it a comedy, he fundamentally misundersttmdfunctioning of such a comedy. For
Schorer, comedy is necessarily, in the end, ligtatrted: its purpose is to entertain. My
understanding of the role of the comicline Good Soldieis absolutely different. As | proposed
in the introduction, the failure of Dowell's narat to furnish its characters' lives with a
compelling 'fatefulness’ is the point of entry tol@ar reading of he Good SoldieComedy is at
the heart of this 'failure of fatefulness': it sclause Dowell's aesthetic sensibilities lead him in
ridiculousness that his narrative cannot be talkeithee Saddest Story.” In essence the laughter
that Dowell produces prevents his novel from bealgn as a 'serious novel' or 'novel of fate' at
all.

Aristotle's analysis, that laughter springs froprafound ugliness in the comic subject,
does not go so far as to suggest a transferertbésafgliness toward the one who laughs.
Baudelaire, however, suggests precisely this:a@xisimplies that in laughing, one risks the
destruction of the value one holds in all else.sTlawughter is at its most dangerous when

involuntary—and this, then, is the reason that Obsvimitial choice to treat tragic plot events
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with humor returns at the close to fundamentallgarmine his attempt to cast the story as a
tragedy.

Through a close reading of the novel's severalgogess | have shown how a
'‘Baudelairean reading' ®he Good Soldiefunctions in practice—leading from Dowell's initial
humorousness toward the eventual collapse of &ggctnarrative into comedy. A glimpse of
humor—as in a pun on 'education,’ or in the dryeusichtement with which Dowell ‘trots off'
from Edward's suicide—is the marker of a discontinin the text, a moment where Dowell's
attempt to portray the characters' motivationseriofails to entirely function and, in response,
tries to cover the gap with humor.

Ultimately, the further this gap is plumbed, thelier down it goes: what a careful
reading understands at the moment of Edward'sdsuisithe absolute lack of sadness that
Dowell can convey—or even experience—at the mortrexttshould be his greatest loss. This,
then, is what Baudelaire suggests to a readifidhefGood Soldielt is in representing man's
'moral and physical ugliness' to himself that coyneelcisively erodes the possibility of sadness
—for when that sadness should ultimately be progddiehuman loss, it is only the loss of the
comically ugly that is felt; and that loss is, oiaitely, one over which neither Dowell nor the

reader can be brought to tears.
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Conclusion: Narrative, Comedy, Tragedy

Otros han litigado sobre el nombre, diziendo quese@via de llamar
comedia, pues acabava en tristeza, sino que sa lteagedia. El primer
autor quiso darle denominacion del principio, que placer, y llamdla
comedia. Yo viendo estas discordias, entre esto=nass parti agora por
medio la porfia y llaméla tragicomedi.
Fernando de Rojas, introductionlta Celestina
In the introduction to this text, | suggested fhiaé Good Soldiecannot be adequately
understood if it is taken simply as a narrativéstory.' This narrative-dependent criticism, which
| associate with Walter Benjamin's idea of novali$ate,’ has an enormous capacity for
illumination. YetThe Good Soldieworks precisely to put that sense of narrative question:
the emotional sympathy with its characters that#aeler of conventional narrative should
experience is absolutely unavailable to a sensigaeler ofThe Good Soldiebecause of the
sudden intrusion of the comic into Dowell's appéyetragic' narrative.
If that claim is correct, then, the key to a regdifiThe Good Soldierthe key to an
understanding of the complex ligature and distdreteveen Ford and Dowell—is the mechanism

of the comedy that intrudes into what would otheenbe a conventionally tragic novel. Where

Dowell's narration aspires to be high and loftyevehit hopes to bring sadness into the heart of

% 'Others have disputed the name, saying that itavoidio to call it comedy, since it ended in sadnbst that
instead it it should be called tragedy. The origm&hor wanted to name it for its intention, whighs pleasure,
and called it comedy. |, seeing these discordse Imaw set out between the two extremes, througimttidle of
the discord, and called it tragicomedy.'
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its reader, is precisely where the sensitive reagets cracks in its very seriousness—a

seriousness which is the necessary foundatiomfptragic text.

| opened this discussion ®he Good Soldiewith a consideration of Ford's theory of
literary Impressionism. This text is marked, | a&duby an inarticulated but fundamental
concern with the threat of laughter to the verystlmbty of experiencing tragedy in literature.
Ford argues that a mass of detail—the practichinigoie of Impressionism—is necessary to
convey the full force of an impression. Yet at §aene moment, this technique poses a threat to
its own function: excessive insistence on detad text that means to portray overwhelming
human tragedy necessarily feels out of place, evemcally so.

Ford attempts to resolve this contradiction witm@ment of ultimate textual unification
—the deployment of the 'Impressionist master-striag) which this detail is brought together
into a sudden, sweeping experience of a singlg stosingle impression. And yet when Ford
gives an example of this tragic denouement imhigature Impressionist 'story of Mr Jones,'
what breaks out at the moment of conclusion isadia sudden, fundamental comedy. The
Impressionist focus on minutiae is so necessapposed to emotional affectation that its
appearance at the heart of a tragic narrative rentetterly ineffective. Thus at the close of a
theory that intends to articulate a means of temisig or producing emotional impressions, it is
not affective sadness but rather laughter thattbors.

To consider the function of this comedyTihe Good Soldiein practice, | then discussed
the major narrative choice made by Dowell, his sleai to draft Edward Ashburnham as the

'‘Good Soldier' following the model of thBon Chevalieas a model of feudal virtue. There, by
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insisting on the comparisons Dowell sets up betwkenwo 'Good Soldiers," it was my
conclusion that Dowell's attempt at a poetic repméstion of Ashburnham—one that could also
inspire tragic sympathy in its reader—ultimatelpinght itself into an untenable position through
the overstatement of Ashburnham's soldierly qeaslitBecause of the inherent comedy of
Dowell's attempt to make Edward a real feudal hégv® text breaks under the strain. The
laughter produced when Dowell compares Edward'y pma falling cat is the marker of the
failure of his text's attempt to directly equate thodern with the feudal.

In the final chapter, then, | turned to a deepeothtical consideration of the
consequences of laughter, through a reading of/seslof laughter by Baudelaire and Aristotle,
in order to determine precisely how the comic wddkandercut or anesthetize the tragic
elements of a text. My foundational claim was th@vious readings afhe Good Soldienave
not gone far enough in elaborating the implicatioh#s understanding of comedy: to consider
the text merely as ironic or amusing does not afiloma reading of the serious significance of
the novel as considered as a critique of emotiveeaningful’ narrative.

The suggestion | advanced through these two theale¢adings, then, was that the
'serious comedy' at play Tthe Good Soldiemecessarily causes a simultaneous damage to the
‘worth' or 'value' of its subject. Aristotle anduBizlaire agree on the idea that comedy inspires
laughter by indicating what isgly in the comic subject; and thus my claim in readihg Good
Soldieris that the comic passages describing Edward, kéerd_eonora, and even ultimately the
whole totality of the plot tragedy point directiyvtards the flaws anldck of value there. This
laughter, then, is the symptom of the reader'sdbsise worth that Dowell hopes to associate

with his characters; and without that necessanmyeie of value, the novel's eventual outcome—
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the demise of several of its characters—producdselmgs of tragic in the already-alienated
reader.

At the farthest reach of this analysis, Baudelaitext suggests a kernel of intentionality
in Dowell's use of comedy. As Dowell himself notlets, comic sensibilities are a form of
protection at excessively tragic moments; and thssems that the aesthetic integrity of his
tragic depiction is first cracked at those momentsth-regard to Florence, for instance—where
he uses his own poetic hyperbole to suggest failings this usage of comedy, an ultimately
intentional one, that gets out of control and weebkils project to inspire real sadness in the
reader.

At the core of the novel, then, is an unwillingogiage from tentative into absolute
comedy. In showing the comic implications of theestcharacters' self-articulations, Dowell
allows the hint of a joke into his text; but thak¢ seems to move relentlessly toward what
should be the heart of the text, his own assignroewalue to the actions he narrates. With
Ashburnham's death at the very close of the nbwegued, comedy has done its work: at the
moment Dowell should be most overcome with griefnierely ‘trots off' wordlessly, and his
telling inspires not pity but only a troubling deftement in the reader.

The comedy offhe Good Soldiethus comes in the end to destroy tragedy. The drage
of the characters' actions—the element on which &awsists with the title “The Saddest
Story"—produces no effect on the reader, for al thasons that have been discussed: there is
simply, at the close of Dowell's narrative, no etder and no action for which the reader can
feel regret. IfThe Good Soldieis an anti-Benjaminian novel, then, the conclusrarst be that it

is one from which the reader can draw no warmtis. & novel that consigns us to the cold; and
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thus Baudelaire's tremblingemblementbecomes in the endh frissona shivering. Were one
to putThe Good Soldiein Fordian terms, here its very end, it would beoael that—for all the
labor of its Impressionist techniqgue—can producsaness in its reader: it represents the grand

failure of Impressionism and emotional sensibilitynarrative.

And yet if we have reached the end of this novelataely, technically, theoretically—if
we are now situated in that space properly aftemntbvel, the space in which our impressions of
its final effect coalesce—is it not the momentdaoother, a retrospective, judgment on the novel
that has been put behind us? That is to say: liawe come, through a complex and a contorted
reading of the novel, to the point where tragedylapsed into comedy and our once-sadness for
Dowell's loss has itself been lost to us—what isjodgment, then, on the loss of sadness and on
the lapse of tragedy?
It seems that Baudelaire has a final suggestipojra of departure perhaps for this after-
reading. He writes:
Remarquez que c'est aussi avec les larmes quentibdave les peines de I'homme, que
c'est avec le rire qu'il adoucit quelquefois somiccee I'attire; car les phénomenes
engendrés par la chute deviendront les moyensaothat?@
What can be made of this curious claim, coming dses from a text so profoundly pessimistic
towards the effects of laughter, that it is in thementafter tragedy has been washed away by
comedy that the two become accessible once adainstas a restitution for the harm they have

done? Is it too late to speak of redemption foomic text?

This idea of redemption points us toward Baudeimeost difficult—and most nearly

2 'And note as well that it is with tears that marshas away the sorrows of man, that it is with laegthat he
soothes and entices his heart at times; for thagaghena engendered by the fall will become the meatise
redemption.’
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invisible—claim in the text, one which we have gaksver too briefly:

Chose curieuse et vraiment digne d’attention ga&dduction de cet élément

insaisissable du beau jusque dans les ceuvresé@kEstrreprésenter a I’lhomme sa propre

laideur morale et physiqué’!
In applying Baudelaire's text ithe Good Soldiewe have considered only the second clause,
that comedy is 'destined to represent to man hisraaral and physical ugliness.' And yet
according to Baudelaire, what appears in the ugdinedicated by comedy is—suddenly and
unexpectedly—the experience of an 'elusive eleroebéauty.’

This beauty, of course, appears in hindsight. Biirgewrites of the one who laughs
“qu'il s'arréte au bord du rire,” qu'il “ne rit égremblant,” qu'il “tremble d'avoir ri” (361-Z5.

This grammatical slippage into the perfect tenskcates that “De I'essence du rire” is a text
written after the moment of laughter: it is writttom a position of regret. The sadness one
experiences in this text, then, is of the secowornt is the sadness that wells up at the moment
comedy has already destroyed the reader's capacigluation itself, a sadness even for the
loss of sadness itself.

Thus Baudelaire seems to suggest first a comethedfagic—the destruction of tragic
sentiment in laughter—and only then a tragedy ofiedy, an experience of the loss inherent in
laughter sufficiently profound to constitutes it8rg perhaps even more authentic, moment of
sadness. This, then, is Baudelaingshat:'it is a an experience of tragedy in the loss ajday,

a last fleeting moment of loss at the moment whtathment itself seems to have disappeared.

Why have | turned back to Baudelaire so late ia tonsideration? Is there still a link

here to Ford's novel, a text that, | have argued,diready absolutely sacrificed the possibility of

2 ‘A curious and truly attention-worthy thing, thpmearance of this elusive element of the beauifeh in those
works destined to represent to man his own momlpdnysical ugliness' (334).
# That 'he stops on the threshold of laughter,'dgths only in trembling,' 'he trembles to have heaahy'
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the tragic?

Yet the possibility of redemption depends, perhapshat absolute abandonment. It
strikes me that, in Baudelaire's sudden rediscooktlye tragic in the moment after its assumed
loss, there is still something of surprising aptédor a reading ofhe Good Soldiets there not
at the very close—or even after the close—of FaeX§ a sudden remorse—not for the death of
Ashburnham, but for the lack of sadness upon hash@eThat is, could the tragedy at the close of
the novel be a tragedy of narrative—a tragedy htt@loss of Edward, but the loss even of the
possibility of the Good Soldier?

| have argued that at the close of the novel, ¢ader's experience upon Edward's death
is one of detachment. The attachment the readelgsheel is absent, because through laughter
the novel has succeeded in irretrievably devalitg\gero. (That is to say, here we have
completed the first step of Baudelaire's two stépgiedy and loss have been irreversibly
undermined by laughter.) And yet precisely in #perience of detachment, the reader has lost
something real, something palpable, even somethialy In not feeling the loss of the Good
Soldier, what is denied to the reader is lossfitda® experience of tragedy is undone by the
text's comedy.

Here, then, is Baudelaire's final move. What r@actian one have here when, for having
laughed, even loss itself no longer occasions ss®€an one, if the death of the Good Soldier
is absolutely unlamentable, do anything cry?

It seems, then, that the loss of the possibilitrafedy itself might even, at the end of
day, be a more authentic experience of the trégic the 'real’ loss it recuperates. Should we

weep as hard for the death of Edward as we do dpmovering that there is, in the end, no
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Good Soldier at all?

And this, it seems, might even be the situatiopadr Ford at Squerries Park. At the
moment where trageduwils in comedy, a second—perhaps even a deeper—tragedlsbout:
the tragedy of the failure of loss itself to ocoassadness. What was Ford really weeping for?
His own career, the train he would miss, the médlahcsongs he sang? Or could it not have
been, at the close, his detachment from them alt-asown laughability in sorrow—for which
he was crying in Squerries Park?

And thus it could be, perhaps, that Ford managssamge precisely the redemption of the
irretrievable that Baudelaire has so tenuouslycai@id—and that at or after its close, in spite of
its own refusalThe Good Soldieultimately turns back toward tragedy. For it isstekecond—

and perhaps deeper—tragedy that is given to tidereaThe Good Soldier.
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