return of the soldier rebecca west

return of the soldier rebecca west is a notable work that explores themes of memory,
trauma, and social change in the aftermath of World War I. This article delves into the
historical context in which Rebecca West wrote the story, its narrative structure, and the
rich symbolism that underscores the psychological struggles of its characters. By
examining the literary techniques employed in the text and the critical reception of the
work, readers gain a comprehensive understanding of its lasting significance in 20th-
century literature. The exploration also includes an analysis of the portrayal of gender
roles and class distinctions, which are intricately woven into the storyline. This detailed
examination of Return of the Soldier by Rebecca West illuminates its place within the war
literature canon and its reflection on post-war British society. The following sections
provide a structured overview of the key aspects of the narrative and its broader cultural
implications.
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Historical and Literary Context

The Return of the Soldier by Rebecca West was published in 1918, a period marked by the
devastating effects of World War I on British society. The novel addresses the
psychological impact of war, particularly focusing on shell shock, now recognized as post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). West’s work stands out among war literature due to its
emphasis on the internal struggles of soldiers rather than solely on battlefield heroics.

Rebecca West’s Background and Influences

Rebecca West, a prominent British author and journalist, was known for her sharp social
critique and feminist perspectives. Her experiences during the war and her engagement
with contemporary political and social issues deeply influenced the narrative style and
themes of Return of the Soldier. The novel reflects West’s concern with human psychology
and the social upheaval caused by the war.



World War I's Impact on Literature

The aftermath of World War I brought significant changes to literature, with many writers
exploring themes of trauma, loss, and disillusionment. Return of the Soldier fits within this
tradition by portraying the psychological aftermath of war and questioning traditional
notions of heroism and patriotism. The novel’s focus on memory and identity aligns it with
modernist literary movements of the early 20th century.

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure

The narrative of Return of the Soldier centers on the return of Chris Baldry, a British
officer suffering from amnesia caused by a head injury sustained in battle. The story is told
from the perspective of Margaret Grey, Chris’s cousin, who uncovers the emotional
complexities and hidden truths within the Baldry family. The plot unfolds as Margaret
seeks to understand Chris’s mental state and the implications of his memory loss on his
relationships.

Overview of the Storyline

Chris Baldry returns from the front lines with his memories limited to a period before the
war, specifically focusing on his relationship with a former lover, Kitty. This amnesia
causes tension within his current marriage to Kitty’s socialite cousin, Margaret. As the
story progresses, themes of love, memory, and sacrifice become central to understanding
the characters’ motivations and conflicts.

Narrative Perspective and Style

West employs a first-person narrative through Margaret, which allows readers intimate
access to her thoughts and feelings. This perspective adds layers of complexity to the
story, as readers see the contrast between Margaret’s perception and the reality of Chris’s
psychological condition. The restrained and subtle prose style emphasizes emotional depth
without overt sentimentality.

Themes and Symbolism

The novel is rich with themes that explore the human condition in the context of war and
societal expectations. Central to the story is the theme of memory and its fragility,
particularly how trauma can alter one’s sense of self. Additionally, the novel probes the
conflict between duty and desire, and the impact of class and social conventions on
personal relationships.

Memory and Trauma

Chris’s amnesia symbolizes the devastating psychological effects of war. His selective



memory acts as both a protective mechanism and a source of conflict, as it disrupts the
established social order of his family. The novel suggests that memory is not only a
personal experience but also a collective one, influenced by external pressures and
societal norms.

Love, Loss, and Sacrifice

Love is portrayed in multiple dimensions within the novel—from romantic love to familial
loyalty and social obligation. The sacrifices made by characters reflect the broader
sacrifices demanded by war and class expectations. Kitty’s role in Chris’s recovery
highlights themes of compassion and selflessness amidst emotional turmoil.

Symbolism in the Novel

Several symbols recur throughout the narrative, enriching its thematic complexity:

e The sea: Represents both the unknown depths of memory and the passage of time.
e The house: Symbolizes the constraints of social class and the domestic sphere.

e War injuries: Physical and psychological wounds serve as metaphors for societal
fractures.

Character Analysis

The characters in Return of the Soldier are crafted with psychological depth, reflecting the
tensions of their social milieu and personal struggles. Each character embodies different
responses to the trauma of war and the rigidity of class structures.

Chris Baldry

Chris is the central figure whose amnesia drives the plot. His fragmented memory reveals
his vulnerability and the profound effects of war on identity. Chris’s character challenges
traditional masculine ideals of the time by exposing emotional fragility and dependence.

Margaret Grey

Margaret, as the narrator and Chris’s cousin, represents the upper-class woman
constrained by societal expectations. Her protective instincts are complicated by jealousy
and social propriety, making her a complex and nuanced figure. Margaret’s perspective
shapes the reader’s understanding of the unfolding events.



Kitty Baldry

Kitty, Chris’s former love and Margaret’s cousin, embodies warmth and emotional
authenticity. Her relationship with Chris contrasts with Margaret’s social ambition,
highlighting themes of genuine affection versus social performance. Kitty’s presence is
pivotal in Chris’s psychological healing.

Portrayal of Gender and Class

The novel critically examines the roles of gender and class in early 20th-century British
society. West uses her characters to highlight the limitations imposed on women and the
influence of social hierarchy on personal freedom and emotional expression.

Gender Roles

Women in the novel navigate a world defined by rigid expectations. Margaret’s role as
caretaker and social hostess contrasts with Kitty’s more nurturing and emotionally open
demeanor. The novel challenges traditional gender norms by depicting the emotional labor
women perform behind the scenes.

Class Distinctions

The class system is a persistent backdrop to the narrative. The Baldrys’ aristocratic status
shapes their interactions and responses to Chris’s condition. West critiques the
superficiality and constraints of upper-class life, illustrating how class divisions affect
relationships and individual identity.

Intersections of Class and Gender

The intersection of class and gender creates complex dynamics that influence the
characters’ decisions and emotional lives. Women’s limited agency is compounded by class
expectations, creating a nuanced social commentary embedded within the narrative.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Return of the Soldier by Rebecca West has been widely recognized as a pioneering work in
war literature and feminist fiction. Its nuanced portrayal of psychological trauma and
social critique has garnered critical acclaim and scholarly interest since its publication.

Initial Reception

Upon release, the novel was praised for its sensitive treatment of shell shock and its
departure from traditional war narratives. Critics noted West’s sophisticated narrative



style and the novel’s emotional resonance. However, some contemporaries found its subtle
critique of upper-class society unsettling.

Enduring Influence

The novel continues to be studied for its contributions to literary modernism and
psychological realism. It has influenced subsequent portrayals of war trauma and women'’s
roles in literature. The book’s exploration of memory and identity remains relevant in
contemporary discussions of mental health and social change.

Key Critical Themes

e Psychological effects of war and trauma
e Gender roles and feminist perspectives
e Class critique and social hierarchy

¢ Modernist narrative techniques

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Rebecca West's 'The Return
of the Soldier'?

The main theme of 'The Return of the Soldier' is the impact of war on memory and
identity, exploring how trauma and amnesia affect the protagonist's relationships and
perception of reality.

How does Rebecca West portray the effects of World
War I in 'The Return of the Soldier'?

Rebecca West portrays the effects of World War I through the psychological trauma
experienced by the soldier, highlighting the emotional and social consequences of the war
on individuals and families.

Who is the narrator in 'The Return of the Soldier' and
why is this significant?

The narrator is Kitty, the soldier's cousin, which is significant because her perspective
provides an intimate yet somewhat limited view of the events, allowing readers to explore
themes of memory, love, and social class through her eyes.



What role does memory play in 'The Return of the
Soldier' by Rebecca West?

Memory plays a crucial role as it shapes the protagonist's identity and relationships; the
soldier's partial amnesia causes him to relive a past romance, raising questions about the
nature of memory and its influence on the present.

How does 'The Return of the Soldier' critique social
class and gender roles?

The novel critiques social class and gender roles by contrasting the upper-class
characters’ expectations with the soldier's emotional vulnerability, and by highlighting the
limited roles available to women during the era.

Additional Resources

1. The Return of the Soldier by Rebecca West

This novel explores the psychological and emotional aftermath of World War I through the
story of a soldier who returns home with amnesia. It delves into themes of memory,
trauma, and the impact of war on relationships. The narrative also critiques the British
upper class and their values during the early 20th century.

2. Regeneration by Pat Barker

Set during World War I, this novel focuses on the treatment of soldiers suffering from shell
shock in a British hospital. It blends historical fact with fiction, highlighting the
psychological effects of war and the struggle for recovery. The book complements themes
found in West’s work about the lingering impact of war on individuals.

3. Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf

This novel examines post-World War I British society through the lens of a single day in
the life of Clarissa Dalloway. It addresses themes of mental health, trauma, and social
change, much like West’s focus on the soldier’s psychological state. Woolf’s modernist
style provides an introspective look at the human mind in the aftermath of conflict.

4. Testament of Youth by Vera Brittain

A memoir that recounts the author’s experiences during World War I, including the loss of
loved ones and the war’s emotional toll. It offers a firsthand perspective on the societal
changes and personal sacrifices caused by the war, paralleling the emotional depth found
in West’s novel. The book is a poignant reflection on love, loss, and the cost of war.

5. Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks

This historical novel spans World War I and its aftermath, focusing on a young soldier’s
experiences on the front lines and the impact on his relationships. It explores themes of
love, memory, and the brutal reality of war, resonating with the emotional and
psychological concerns in West’s narrative. Faulks provides a vivid portrayal of war’s
devastation on individuals.

6. Another Country by James Baldwin



Though not about war, this novel addresses themes of identity, trauma, and social
constraints, similar to the emotional complexities in West’s work. It explores the struggles
of its characters within a rigid society, highlighting personal and societal conflicts.
Baldwin’s exploration of human psychology complements the introspective nature of The
Return of the Soldier.

7. Goodbye to All That by Robert Graves

An autobiographical account of Graves’ experiences as a British soldier during World War
I, this memoir provides insight into the realities of war and its aftermath. It sheds light on
the disillusionment and trauma faced by returning soldiers, echoing themes in West’s
novel. The book is noted for its candid and vivid portrayal of wartime experiences.

8. Life Class by Pat Barker

Set during World War I, this novel follows a group of art students whose lives are
transformed by the war. It explores the impact of trauma and the struggle to find meaning
in the face of loss, akin to the psychological exploration in The Return of the Soldier.
Barker’s focus on memory and healing aligns with West’s thematic concerns.

9. The Forsyte Saga by John Galsworthy

This series of novels examines the British upper-middle class before and after World War
I, focusing on family dynamics and societal changes. It provides a backdrop similar to that
of West’s novel, offering insight into the social context and class issues of the era. The
saga highlights the tension between tradition and change during a turbulent period in
British history.
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