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Pandemics and Modernism
Abstract:

History is full of accounts of devastations caused by pandemics. The
destruction caused by influenza in 1918-1919 has no parallel in history. At the
same time, humankind faced another devastation in the form of World War 1.
The physical, mental, and psychological impact of the influenza pandemic on
human life was no less intense than the one caused by the war. Nevertheless,
the literature produced in the first half of the twentieth century was generally
analyzed from the perspective of war. For the first time, Elizabeth Outka studied
modern literature from the perspective of pandemics in her latest book titled
Viral Modernism. A handful of writers have attempted to describe the havoc
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on human life and how to
deal with the post-pandemic situation. This paper presents a review of the
literature produced on pandemics in history with particular reference to
Elizabeth Outka’s work and the literature produced on influenza (1918-1919)
while taking note of the reasons of the disappearance of pandemics in selected
texts.

Keywords: Elizabeth Outka, Pandemic, Modern Literature, Devastation,
Covid-19, Poetry, Death, War, History.
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“In most eras, history proceeds along a set path and change is hard. But the novel corona virus

has upended society, Peoples are disoriented. Things are already changing, and in that
atmosphere, further change becomes easier than ever.”
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“Despite the pandemic's seeming disappearance, its traces are everywhere in the literature and
the culture....”
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“These realms of experience - the sensory, the atmospheric, and the affective - are often
precisely the realms left out of written histories but infused into memories, poems and novels.
While the national governments at the time remained invested in structuring the moment around

the war, literature became an outlet for alternative frames, offering places to “see” the private,
endlessly repeated horror of a Grim Reaper that stalked silently and stealthly.”

1182t Ay oS )Plagues and Peoples William H.Mcneill]Jf’Qélff, A
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“The pandemic is a hidden force that has been there all along, exerting weight and influence.
When we learn to see the effects of this force, a new interpretive landscape emerges. Illness and
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the body become more central, with iconic texts articulating the rippling and hard - to - capture
effects that an invading virus produces within the physical body and in the body politic. The
war shifts from the central source of horror and tragedy to a paired event of mass death, its
memorialization bringing the war's missing into view while obscuring bodies fallen in the
pandemic.”
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“Vigorous, clean-blooded young fellows of nineteen and twenty turned over and died because
they had lost their courage, because other people were dying, -because death was in the air,”
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“The pale rider becomes a fantasy of embodiment-and an embodiment of the meaninglessness
and pointlessness of the pandemic’s form of death.”
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“Cather chooses to uphold the cultural frame and insists on the war’s centrality; Porter works to

adjust the frame’s borders to expose the new guilt and narrative disruptions the relationship
produces.”
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“Wolfe seeks to make this threshhold more tangible and more controllable, to bring the dead
back in ways that might be seen and felt.”
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“Infection often led quickly to a deadly form of Pneumonia. Mortality was much higher than in
any other flu pandemic.”
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“Maxwell registers how the war’s noisy, visible, and public fanfare (especially at its ending) could

appealingly but problematically counter the vast uncertainty and quiet menace the virus brought
as it sunk into homes.”
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“In her essay, she questions directly why literature has been so silent on the impact of
illness:”one would have thought,” She writes, that novels... would have been devoted to
influenza.”
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“Pandemic did not lend itself to plot: the deaths did not fit into a story of love or heroism, and
the tragedy seems meaningless. On a more individual level, the experience of illness could seem

unstructured, as Woolf indeed captures in the free-floating, mildly delirious quality of her essay
and her jumps from topic to topic.”
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“Clarissa’s role as a pandemic survivor comes into sharper focus when viewed through the overt
portrayals | explored in part 1.”
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“Her illness seems to have robbed her not only of agency and story but of her very body.”
MY
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“Woolf describes the experience of hatred, fear, and insecurity that surely could come from
many sources for Clarissa. But her language also offers a vivid picture of the dread and anxiety
stemming from influenza, the sense that Clarissa could never again be secure “since her illness,

“that this shadowy monster might return at any time,a fear that was, as we have seen, pervasive
after the pandemic.”

_IFr

IS A

“The psychological impacts of influenza that | summarize above fell on bodies already worn
down by the mental health issues the war produced, from shell shock to grief to survivor’s guilt.

And the flue’s physical impacts fell on bodies physically weakened by combat and wartime
scarcity.”
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“We are in rats ‘alley/Where the dead men lost their bones.”
_tordy
IS A

“White bodies naked on the low damp ground / and bones cast in a little low dry garret, / Rattled
by the rat’s foot only.”
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“When we account for illness- based violence, we grant a critical pandemic context to the poem,
but we also do more. The violence at the heart of lethal illness becomes visible, the pandemic
emerges as the cataclysmic force it was, and our readings of Yeatsean violence shift, as viral -
and human - generated destruction emerge as instructive foil for each other.”
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“Post-pandemic spiritualism and zombie tales offered multiple, workable alternatives to explain
the threat’s rise and disappearance. Both created their own type of “mapping” making visible
and material penetration of the dead into the spaces of the living; ...”
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“The stacks of coffins, the chaotic atmosphere, the besieged undertakers, and the exhausted
doctors reflect widespread influenza conditions...”
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“His existence bears witness to his past misdeeds, a figure of the guilt-ridden, living-dead
survivor, “preyed” upon by fears and a “belated sort of remorse.”
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