
TOUCH AND INTIMACY IN
FIRST WORLD WAR LITERATURE

The First World War ravaged the male body on an unprecedented
scale, yet fostered moments of physical intimacy and tenderness
among the soldiers in the trenches. Touch, the most elusive and
private of the senses, became central to war experience. War writing
is haunted by experiences of physical contact: from the muddy
realities of the front to the emotional intensity of trench life, to the
traumatic obsession with the wounded body in nurses’ memoirs.
Through extensive archival and historical research, analysing previ-
ously unknown letters and diaries alongside close investigative read-
ings of literary writings by figures such as Owen and Brittain,
Santanu Das recovers the sensuous world of the First World War
trenches and hospitals. This original and evocative study alters our
understanding of the period as well as of the body at war, and
illuminates the perilous intimacy between sense experience, emotion
and language in times of crisis.
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‘In every touch more intimate meanings hide.’
Rupert Brooke, ‘Town and Country’, The Collected Poems, 65

‘I have not seen any dead. I have done worse. In the dank air I have
perceived it, and in the darkness, felt.’

Wilfred Owen, Collected Letters, 429

‘My hands could instantly tell the difference between the cold of the
harsh bitter night and the stealthy cold of death.’

Mary Borden, The Forbidden Zone, 124

‘Language is a skin: I rub my language against the other. It is as if I
had words instead of fingers, or fingers at the tip of my words. My
language trembles with desire.’

Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse, 73
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