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AN EXAMINATICN OF THE WAR POLTRY OF WILFRED OWEN

I. Introcduction

Is a minor poet to be held at fault because he is not major?
Or should he be appreciasted for what he gave, rather than de-
preciated for what he didn't give? ¥inor poets are often unfairly
criticized for not doing as rmuch as Shakespeare, for instance,
rather than given proper credit for whatever meaningzful experlences
they rive to their readers. For many people, beins a minor any-
thing is almost the same as having a stigma attached to one's nane,
Wilfred Cuen may have been treated mors unfairly than most. (Gwen?
Dién't he write 2 couple of fairly good war pecems? Didn't write
anything else, thourh, and his view of the average fightins nan was
hirhly romanticized....) Bearins all this in mind, I would like %o
diseuss what I like about Cwen's roetry, and what makes it a mean-
infful experience, The most significant thinrs to discuss from
this viewpoint are Cwen's use of half-rhyme, his menipulation of
sound, hils imacery, and his conclusions about war and about the
nature of man.

II. Matters of Technique

A discuszion of half-rhyme properly belongs in the same cate-
rgory wlth manipulation of sound, I have made of it a separate ca-
terory becauss it is "a special case.” It is considered by most
critics to be Cwen's contributioﬁ to ¥nzlish prosody. D. 5. R,
Yelland, in his ecritical study of Cwen's poetry, leaves 1little to

be said abeout Cwen's half-rhyme. He prefaces his discussion by
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saying that "there is no maric in half-rhyae which makes it in-
variably supverlor to pure rhyme nor does it necessarily offer a
release from the constriction of pure rhyme."l He goes on to ==y,
however, that "the uniouensss and inportance of Quwen's peculiar
use of half-rhyme remains inescapable; he gains far more than he
loses by it." 2 Welland then gives his analysis of the contribu-
tion Cwen's use of half-rhyme makes to his poetry.

Half-rhyme is rirht for this poetry because its note of

haurting uneasiness, of {frustration and melancholy, sc-

cords nerfectly with the theme and the mood.

e Owen deliberately chooses his vowels so that there

is almost invariably a fall from a high-pitched to =

low-pitched one....

There can be little dispute that this arranrement is de-

liberate, or that it does contribute to the dominant

note of hopelessness that swells in these poens, I

Cne thing “elland édcesn't menticon is Cwen's delight in the
manipulation of sound. From A. S. Faton we learn that, from child-
hood, Cwen was interested in words Jjust as words. 5 This intereat
extends to vowels and congonants, as well as half-rhyme, and the
reader c¢an have almost a5 much pleasure watching these things at

work as Owen did arrancing them. In "From My Diary, July 191L" we

can see him consciously playing with words.

'
il

1 Dp, S. R, %Welland, Wilfred Owen A Critical Study, (London, 1960),
p. 117, :
2 Ibid., p. 118,
3 Ibid., p. 119.
b Ibia., p. 120.
i A. S, Faton, "Wilfred Cwen -~ His Childhood in Birkénhead,"

T

ribute teo Wilfred Owen, compiled by T. J. %Walsh, p. 7.
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Leaves
Murmuring by myriads in the shimmering trses.
Lives : '
Wakening with wonder in the Pyrences.
Birds : ¥
Creerily chirping in the early day.
Bards
Singing of summer, scything Thro! the hay.
Bees
5 Shaking the heavy dews from bloom and frond., 10
ovs

Burstins the surface of the ebony pond....
Although this cannot be considered ons of Owen's major poems, or
even & war pvoer, 1t is interesting in terms of the many techniques
in sound at work in it. It not only has perfect rhyme, but slso
is "the earliest finished exemple of Owen's use of consonantsl
rhyming," 6 Hanipulation of vowels and consonsants is &lsc evident,
the most obvious being the vse of alliteration. In line 2, Owen

11}

uses vowsls preceded by "m!'s" and followed by "r's" to help create

the sound of nurrmuring in accord with the sense. In line 8, the

n "

line "sinss" throush the use of continuous consonants such ss "s,
"ng," "r," and "th." Similarly in line 12, such consonants as "o, "

"st," and "p" help create the 1llusion of bursting. I should per-
haps. menticn here that, eof course; vowel and consonant sounds
carry no meaning by themselves., They can take on meaning according
to the meaning of the words they appear in and can underscore
that meaning.

In his better poems, Owen manages the same techniques in

such a mammer that they seldom call attention to themselves,

vhich would detract from the poem, but instead operate almost sub-

|-..-a
)
0]
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consciously, adding much to the over-all effectiveness and impact
of the poem. For just oue example, considsr the first two stanzas
of the poem "Exposure.".

Cur brains ache, in the merciless ilced east winds that
knive us...
Yearied we keep awake because the night is silent...
Low, drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient...
Horried by silence, sentries vhisper, curious, nervous,
But nothing haprp2ns,

Y'atchingz, we hear the mad gusts turging on the wire,
Like twitching aronies of men among its brambles.
Northward, incessantly, the flickering gunnery rumbles,
Far off, like a dull rumour of some other war.

What are we doing here?

"s," "st," "dz," and "v" in line 1 can all be said

The consonants
by barely opening the mouth;. they all have something of the hissing
element to them. In addition, the vowels in "iced," "east," and
"knive" ars front vowels which require a relatively "narrow" posi-
tioﬂ of the mouth., The consonants and vowels together amplify the
1llusion of kniving., In line 3; the long "ow" and "roo' of "Low,
drooping flares" help create the impression of seeing such flares.
The "s's" in line § defipitely give the effect of whispsring. The
hard "gts" in "mad gusts tuspinz® require enough effort in pro-

nunciation to help create the actual feeling of tuceginz. The con-

sonants an® vowel of the first syllable of "twitching" act in the

i "

same way. Line 8 is particularly effective. Yot only do the "n's

"m," and "pl1" make the line sound like rumbling gunnsry, but also
the pauvses after "northward" and "incessantly" underscere the

idea of "flicksrings." One could also ncote here the use of half-

ped

rhyme, snd see that it does indeed, as YWelland says, involve a

-

hirher-pitched to & lover-pltched vowel, In such =z

1-5
m
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o |
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O
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noem as this, one is not overly aware of the poet working with



words, but aware of the whole poem, in which the credit for's
large shere of the impact roes to the handling of sound,

I want next to discuss Ggen’s imagery, of which thers are
five major catepories; personification of weapons, infernal ima-
gery, religious imagery, blood imagery, and natural imagery. |

In his treatment of weapons, Owen makes it seem as if the
weapons have minds of their own, as if there weren't any human
beings back of them,opefating them, This may well have been a de-
liberate attempt to divorce the fighting man from the weapon that
does the killing, because Owen clearly feels, as we shall see la-

ter, that the guilt doss not belong to the soldiers of either side.

In "The Iast Laugh" Cwen is once again consciously playing with
words, slthough for a serious purpose.

'0 Jesus Christ! I'm hit,' he sald; and died.
Whether he vainly cursed, or prayed indeed,
The Bullets chirped -- In vain! wvainl! vainl
Vachine-guns chuckled, -- Tut-tut! Tut-tutl!
And the BEig Gun guffawed.

Another sighed, -- '0 Mother, mother! Dadl

Then smiled, at nothing, childlike, being Gead,
And the lofty Shrapnel-cloud
Leisurely gestured, -- Fooll
And the falling splinters tittered.

"My Love!' one moaned, Love-languid seemed his mood,
Till, slowly lowered, his whole face kissed the mud,
And the Bayonets!' lonz teeth grinned;
Rabbles of Shells hooted and groaned;
And the gas hisssd.

The weapons are characterized as cold and maliclious. They deride

1

~human feeling., In "Bugles Sang,"  which is not complete, Cwen

sreaks of "The monstrous anger of our taciturn guns., / The majes-

"

ty of the insults of their mouths." Some of this same feeling is

to be found in "Anthem for Doomed Youth."
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¥Winat passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
Cnly the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles!' rapid rattle

Can patter out their hasty orisons,

No mockeries now for them; nec prayers nor bells,
Hor any voice of mourding save the choirs, --

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;...

The traditional prayers of the Christian relicion are mockeries,
and the sound of the weapons, irenically, comes out as a more hon-
est hyrmn of mourning for the young men killed in battle. "Arms
and the Boy" contains Owen's most drametic use of the personifi-
cation of wecapons.

Iet the boy try along this bayonet-blade

How cold steel 1s, and keen with hunger of blcod;

Blue with all malice, like a madman's flash;

And thinly drawn with famishing for flesh,

Iend him to stroke these blind, blunt bullet-leads

Which longz to nuzzle in the hearts of lads,

Or give hinm cartridsss of fine zine teeth,

Sharp with the sharpness of grief and death.

For his teeth seem for laughing round an applec.

There lurl: no claws behind his fingers supple:

And God will grow no talons et his heels,

Nor antlers through the thickness of his curls.
Once arain the soldier, with emrhasis on his youth, is diverced
frem the weapons he rmust use, and the weapons rossgess the savage
gualities forsign to the boy.

The transition from the discuszsion c¢f weapons to discussion
of infernsal imagery is an easy one to make, since 1t is the wea-
prons that create the hellish atmesphsre of the battlefield, =

ma

fact that riore than one poet has made use of. In "Apolcrie Fro

Poermate Yeo" there are these lines: "With them in hell the sorrow-

ful dark of hell, / “hose world is but the trembling of a flare,/
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- Offensive:"
0f then who running on that last high place
Leapt to swift unseen buvllets, or went up
On the hot blast and fury of hell's upsurge,
Or plunred and fell away past this world's verrge,
Some sav God cauvght them even before they fell,
os«The few who rushed in the body to enter hell,
And there out-fiending all its fiends and flames
#1lth superhuman inhumanities,...
The dug-outs also form part of Cwen's vision of liell. The
men in a dur-out in "Frarment: Cramped in that Funnelled Hole"

are described as follows:

They were in one of many mouths of Hell

Not seen of seers in visions; only felt

As teeth of traps; when bones and the dead are smelt

Under the mud where lons ago they fell

Mixed wlth the sour sharp odour of the shell.
"Strange Meeting" contains Owen's most fawous image of Hell., In
this poem, the spesker drearms or imagines "that out of battle I
escaped / Down some profound dull tumnel, long since scooped /
Throurh granites which titan’e wars had groined." One of the "en-
cunbered slespers" sprincs up at his approach, "and by his smile,
I knew that sullen hell, / By his desad smile I knew we stcod in
Hell." This Hell is strangely surpestive of a dup-out., The cccu-

pants are the young men who died in battle and the promise of

.whose lives has been wasited or cut off.

In "Mental Ceses™ we have still another image of Hell, the

rtental ward of a hospital.

%ho are these? Why sit they here in twllight?
“herefore rock they, purratorial shadows,
...Surely we have perished

Sleeping, and walk hell; but who these hellish?

—- These are men vhose minds the dead have ravished,
i

Memory fingers in their hair of murders,
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Mul titudinous murders they once wlinessed....

Note the striking line, “"Memory finrers 1n their hair of rurders.”
These men can't forget the hell of the battlefield; the horrors
they saw.

Does Owen's religicus imagery offer any consolation for or
mitigation of this vision of Hell? %We shall see that, if anything,
1t only makes Hell worse by adding a bitter note of its own. It is
well knowm that even before Cwen went to war he had lost hils fe~
ligion, in the institutional sense. He nmakes a separation between
‘the spirit of God and the spirit of Christ. Simply speaking, he
is "for" Christ and "arainst" God. God, to Owen, is the stern, un-
loving, unmerciful old man. The Church seems to belong with God
and not with Christ, whose message 1t has perverted. ¥We have al-
ready seen how, in "Anthem for Doomed Youth," the prayvers &nd
bells of the Church are considered mbckeries.r"At a Calvary HNear
the Ancre" specks of the denial of Christ by his disciples and the
priestz and His alliance with the soldiers.
| Cne ever hancs where shelled roads part.

In this war He too lost a limh,
But His disciples hide agpari;
And now the soldiers besr with Him.
Hear Colpotha strolls many a prilest,
And in their faces there is pride
That they were flesh-riarked by the Beast
By vhom the gentle Christ's denied.
"Ie Christisnisme" speaks of the Church being destroyéd by Hell in
terms of a berbed church, "In cellars, packed-up saints lie ser-
ried, / “ell out of hearing of vur trouble.” These lines show thé
uselessness of ths Church. "Soldier's Dream" clearly shows who is

on what side. The narrator dreams that Christ fixzed all the vea-



‘pons on both sides se they wouldn't work., "But God was vexed, and

gave all power to Michael; / And vhen y T wolte hie'd seen to our re-
pairs,” Micheel, remember, is the iarlike angel

Welland says that Owen uses biood as an inags of guilt and
gives the rmen in Mental Cases® 2s one of his examples.! I don't
agree with this conclusion; I think blood is the image of horror
and of the broitherhood born out of that horror. Consider first the
example of "Mental Czses." There is nothing in the poem to indi-
cate that these men have to be suffering specifically from pullt,
but they are certainly suffering from the memory of the horrors

hey have szou arnd that have been perpetrated on then.

seodunlipkt seoms a blood-smear; nirhki comes tlood-blacks
Dawn breaks oren like a wound that bleeda afresh....

~- Thus thelr hands are pluckingz et each other;

Picking at the rops-knouts cf their scourzing;

Snateching after uvws who smocte them; brother,

Pawing us who dealt them war and madness.

Hovnere does Cwen present a soldier feeling guilt for what he has

had to do. The guilt, s we shall sce later, lles with the politi-

03

cians and officisls whe have sent them here, the ones wno have

2.

lied to the young men about the gleories of war wiile they stay

o

safe at home. CGuilt could be pari of ths horrer, it is true, dut

Owen acpears to dissociate the soldier from this feeling sinmply
by not presentinz it. vhether this was an intentional omission or
just something that didn't occur to him is hard to say.

The soldiers are brothers by the blcod that all have shed

that has nincled with the soil, In "Apologia Fro Poemate Meo" Owen

7 velland, p. 67,



s and love as being,
vwose stakes are stron

speaks of fellowship
that drips;

But wound with war's
the bandage of

Bound with
Knit in the webbing of the rifle thong,

hzrd wire
the arm

There 1s both a negative and az positive side to Owen's inma-
is kind to the soldier

gery drawn from nature. Sometimes naturs
and sometimes hostile., It is natural for one to consider the pos-
thematic tie-in that would make this dual role of

pettern, but I doubt that

P

sibility of &
nature part of =z systematic or logical
such a tie-in exists. It just haprens that way, because HNature

partakes of both atiitudss.
with the soil that I mentioned

Consider the blood mingling
earlier, Owsn is not the only one to be aware of the fact that
soldiers killed and wounded in battle act as fertilizer, as it

this is a passive thing, as in "1G1i,

Mozt often
and the need / Of sowings for new

for the soil, M
had this stenzat

vere,
‘But now, for us, wild

and blood for sesd.
gardens

Winter,

"The Kind Ghosts"

She dreams of golden end swest glooms,
Yot marvelling why her roses never fall

viiat red mouths vere torn to make their blooms.

Hor
Nature in these examples sssms to be a passive zggent., But in "Sprl

Spring,

=

.o .the whole sky burned / h fury sgainst them;
' 5 "

Offensivse,
earth set sudden cups / In thousands for their blood;...
. Heaponry is frequently described in terms of natural imagery,
as in "Asleep," for example., "Above thesé clouds, these rains,

" It is the

winds?! scimitars:...
2

these slects of lead, / And these
the sky bura with fury against

artillery snd so forth that ma
the soldiers in "Spring Cffensive.' Conversely, nature is deseribed
erms in "Exposure.

in yerlik
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The pvoirnent misery of davm begins to grov...
We only know war lasts, rain sozks,; and clouds sarx
stormy.
Davn maesing in the ezst her melan
Attacks once more in ranks on s
But nothing hanpens....

roly ermy
ring ranks of gray,

For God's invincible spring cur love is made afraid;
Therefore, not loath, we lie out here; therefore were
born,
For love of God seems dying.

Tonight, His frost will fasten on this mud and us,
Shrivelling many hands, puckering foreheads crispe...

The weather itself, as we all know, is often an eneny of the sol-
dier,

But nature has its friendly side too. In "Spring (Cffensive"
the same nature that was previously presented as being hosiile is
sympathetic earlier in the poern.

e And the far valley bshind, where the buttercup
Had blessed with gold thelr slow boots coming up,

“hers even the little brambles would not yield,

But clutched and clung to them like sorrowing hands;...

Presumably, it is war that mskes the difference. "Futility” pre-

-

sents snother picture of benevolent Hature,

Yove him into the sun -~

Centiy its touch awoke him once,

At home, whispsring of Tields unsowm.
Always it woke him, even in France,
Until this morning and this snow.

I anything might rouse him now

The kind old sun will know.

In "4 Terre" it seems that neture is capable of receiving the sol-
‘dier's dead body In a friendly fashion.
Friend, be very sure
I shall be better off with rlants that share
More pesceably the meadow and the shower.
Sof%t rains .will touch me, -- as they could touch once,

And nothinz but the sun shall nmake me ware,

Natura sserns to be the only one who can meke anything rood come
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of a1l the slaughter, but even this is ohly dim consolation,

I1I. Subject HMatter

m

Many men have had many things to say sgbout wer. Some have
prraised the glory of wa aud others have lamented the tragedy of
war. No one has lamented more sloquently than Wilfred Owen. His
volce is the veoice of experience, He was an officer in World War I,
and was in the midst of the fighting. His sensitive nature could
not fail to rezact in the face of this overwhelming human sufferinec,
and his war poatry is the result.

Owen was & pacifist, In one of his survivine letters, he ex-
plains his position:

"Already I have comprehendsd a light which never
will filter into the dogmz of =ny national church:
nariely, that one of Christ's essential commands was,
Passivity at any price! Suffer dishonour and disgrace,
but never resort to arms. Be bullied, be outraged, be
killed;: but do not kill. It may be & chimerical and an
ignominious principle, but there it is, It can only be
irFnored; and I think pulpit professionals are igroring
it very skillfully and successfully indeed.... And am 1
not myself a_conscientious objector with a vary ssared
concc»erce°'

In addition to his religious opinions, hie irilitary sxperiences
contributed tc his pacifism. The followlng section from snother
of his letters seems to sum up in general his experiences on the

battlefield:

", ..everything unnatural, broken, blasted; the distor-
tion of the dead, whose unburiasble bodies sit outside
the dugz-outs sll day, all night, the most execrable
sirhts on earth, In poetry we call them the most glo-
rious. But to sit with them &11 day, all night. -- and

€1 “Lﬂd p~111~'1 en, "Memoir," Ths Poems of Wilfred Cwen (London,
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a week later tc come back and find them still sitting
there in motionless grouns, that i1s what saps the ‘sol»
dlerly spirit!,"?

Sormething else that contributad to his paeifism was his Criendship

&

wlth the French poet Laurent Tallhade, whom he met whiiz in Bor-

desux, M, Tsilhade was a confirmed pacifist, and had considerablie

‘.t.n.......

influence on Cwen.10 In his introduction to The Collected rocms

of Wilfred Owen, C. Day ILewis sums up the conflict that Owen must

have felt:

He had come to see the war as absclutely evil in the

argoniss and senseless waste it caused: on the other

hand, only as a combatant could he conscientiously and

effectively speak for the men who were suffering fron

it, This conflict within himself...was a basic motive

of thewar poems, It is a conflict every honest poet must

face under the conditions of modern total war; for, if

he refuse to take any parL in it, he is orting out of

the human condition, and thus, Vhl]e obeying his moral

conscience, may well be diminishing hlvave &5 a poet.ll

His imarery 1s, quite appropriately, that of the battlefield --
seapons, bodies, blood, barbed wire, and the rest. He 2l1so0, es we
have seen, makes quite extensive use of nature, vhich to him was
the one tning that always continued where 1t left off with a re-
newed freshness. This coming together of battlegruund and nature
makes cuite an effective combination, Largely through the means of
his strikine end original imagery and unusual choice of words,

Owen brinss vividly to mind what he calls the "pity of war" --

wvhat it's 1like on the battlefield, the sadness of the countless

2 Ihid., p. 20,
10 weiland, p. 89.

11 Lewis, p. 27.



(1l )

lives lost, particularly the youny lives, some of the effects of
war on those who live through it, and the mistaken idea that w#r
is glorious,

In telling what it's like on the battlefield, Owen dces two
things, He gives a physieal description of the battlefield, and
tells how 1t feels to be '"out there." Those vho have never experi-
enced action in wartime can in soms measure experience it throush
Owen's poetry. To those who have been through it, the poetry
would be even more meaninzful, The lines alread v auoted from M"Ex-
posure"” call to mind war stories seen in moving rpictures and on
television shows, with the traditionsl rumbling gunnery and the
rain. Cwazn carries this a step further with his dawn imarery, me-
king an arresting compariscen with an army. One can see the massed
storm clouds advancing &t dawn like troops and sense the dreari-
ness the socldiers must have felt, Tﬁe following lines from "Dulce
et Decorum Est" are particularly werth noticing:

.o Many had lost their boots,
But limped on, blood-shod...

|-.-I

ting,

Gas! Gas! COuick, boys! -~ An ecstacy of Tk
Fittings the clumsy helmets just in time,

But soreone still was yelling out and stumbling
And flound'ring like a men in fire or lime.

my

HEere one can ses omet?“ﬁ" of tha horror and awfulness. The com-
pound "bloocd-shod" is very striking and much more effective than
if Cwen had simply said "with bloody feet" or something similar.

Also strikins is Owen's choice of the word "ecstacy." The ordina

oyoua feellng, Its

[

individual uses this word to describe some
use in this conitext serves to helghten the tension.

Ynen considering the pity of war, one naturally thinks first

Nt

Y
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of the enormous human waste, It is appalling and sad, and Cwen

(o=}

malies one sesz and feel that this is so. Sometimes he considers

men individually, and sometirmes en masse., The individual treat-

ments are to be found in such poems as "Asleep," "The Sentry,”
and "S. I. W." Each man is, of course, himself, but one senses
thet he also stends for scores mere like him. There is no parti-
cularizing-or character development. The foilowing lines fron
"Greater Love" give one a sense of numbers:

Red 1lips are not so red
As the stalined stones kissed by the English dead...

Heart, vou were never hot,
Hor larpge, nor full like hearts made great with shot:

The 1dez of stones and bullets, both of which must have abounded
beyond counting, make one édraw a kind of sub-conscious analogy to
the many killed by the war. One phrase from "Insensibility" is
particularly striking: "...the alleys cobbled with their brothers,”
Such a line with its vivid portrayal of numbers stays in the me-
mory. Cne csnnot resist thinking of the sea of vhite tombstones
in the cermetery for the war dead in France,

Curen ?ays particular attention to the dezth of young men, to
yoﬁth cut down in all its freshness and promise. VYelland says
abéut this thene,

esofOor 'Strance Meeting'! carries its ovm convietion of

the irreparable loszs to humanity of 'us poor lads /

Lost in the ground' -- irreparable not for what they

were but for what they would have been, pot for what they
rave but for what they would have given,

eath is not so tragic for

ja Rt

Apparently this statement implies that

12 wellend, p. 1072
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older men who have had more of a chance to reslize their poten-
tials, The greater share of the men who did the actual fipghiing
were probably of this young agé group. In fact, Owen seems %o
have the feeling that it is the old men who sit safe at home and
send the young ones out to die. "The Parable of the 01d Fan and
the Young" centers around the 01d Testament steory of Abram snd
his son Iszac. Owen takes this story and changes the ending,

-+ Behold

A ram, caveht in a thicket by its horns;

Offer the rem of pride instead of hin,

But the o0ld man would nct so, but slew his son, --
And half the =seed of Europs, one by one.

The feelinz in this instance is really quite bitter. In "Armre and
the Bor," the wsapons are presented as possessing the malice and
"hunrer of blocd."” The boy, who was meant for other purposes, is

given the wezpons and trained to use them, This sction is entirely

inveluntary on his part. It is interesting to notice in the se-

-

cond stanza a hint that the sympathy includes beoth sides in the

conflict., Lods sre cperating veapons to be used on other lads

mich 1like theuselves,

survivors,. These are

4]

As with any waer, there ers alwvays th
the ones wvho have to live with the effects of war. The effects
spoken of in this sense are thoses which pertain to the individual
fightine man, and not %o the larger outcomes. In "Insensibility,"
Owen dezls with those men who reach the voint vhere they no lonser
feel anything. They are like-robots that fight and kill but have
no feelins sbout the sufferinsg and slauchter that is going on

PRV

around them. 2t first, Owen sezms to think that they are bette

off this way, but then throws a different lizht on the situation
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in the last sianza.

But cursed are dullards whom no canncn stuns,

That they should be as stones... '

By cn01ce they made themselves irmmune

To plty and vhatever moans in man.

Some men are not 2ble to shut out tlie horrors of war at all and
are left perhars permanently marked bty the experlence. (Cwen
poignantly describes this in "Mental Cases.”

Another aspect of the effects of war 1s that of the soldier
who is maimed in some way -- by the loss of a leg, an arm,; an eye,
and so on, Some ere more seriously maimed t
has reed marzzine features, generally accompauled with photographns,
about men vho have surnounted the 4if
arms or both lers and sre now leading happy, fairly normal lives,

LS

sccurate "inside view" of how it real-

1

n

V]

seldon

T
m

Such article

]
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2 e
ly feels to be in this situatien or its full impact. In "Disabled,"
Owen dascribes the Teelinss of a2 very young man vho has lost both
legs in the war. All he thowhi cof before he ran away (he was un-
der are) to enlist was the glory and the glamour. Tne fact that
he mirht be so badly wounded had never entered his head, How the
"61d times, vefors he threw away his knees" have been drastically
changed,

Now, he will spend a few sick years in Institutes,

And do vhat things the rules corsiqer vise,

find taoke whatever pity they may dole.

To-nirht he noticed how the women's eyes

Passed from him to the strong men that were whole,

How cold and late it is! Vhy don't they coume

And put him into bed? vhy don't they come?

Hany men ecan share in one opinions and emotions brougnht out

in the vrevicus discussion and still praise war on the basis of
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the "higﬁer" view, the noble cause, Owen is noticeably without
pralse of war. This is because he considers it from the viewpoint
of the millions of individuals who did the Tighting. The issues
of World War I seem not to concern him as being very important.
Thers is almost no mention of the "they died for a noble cause”
theme that is so predominant in books, speeches, and moving pic-
tures, This 1line from "S. I. W." seems to sum up his opinions
sbout this: "At the pleasure of this world's FPowers who'd run
amok." In "Disgbled" the glory of war is a false glory, a glamour-
ous dream, In "Dulce et Dscorum Est" Cwen speaks of a man éying
from gas poisoning and tells the reader that if he could see this
man's suffering and agony,

L )

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To cnildren ardent for some desparate glory,

The old lie: Dulce et decorum est

Fro patrla mori.

"Futility" presents an angulshed questioning. The pest is speskinz
of the sun and says,

Think how it wakes the sseds --

Woke, once, the clays of a cold star,

Are limbs, so dezr-achieved, are sides
Full-nerved, -~ still warm -~ too hard to stir?
Was it for this the clay grew tall?

-~ Oh, what made fatuous sunbezms toil

To break earth's sleep at all?

"Strenge Meeting" is a kind of final surmation of "the plty

of war," It is this poem that the phrase comes from, This is con-
sidered by most people to be Owen's major poem. At first the scene

seems to B2 set in a dug-out, but when the speaker meets the fi.-

1

gure with the "dead smile,”" he realizes that he 1s in Hell, His

"stranre friend" tells him what he thinks is the "cause to mourn."
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He grieves for what he migh% have done if he had lived. He says

-

that men will probably go cn fishting, and doesn't seem to hold
out any hope that they will ever stop once and for all, He says,
"T would have poured wy spirit without stint / But not through

" One feels thet he thinks he has

wounds nét on the cess of war.
diedrfor nothing. Then, creating a strange and polgnant twist; he
identifies himself as one of the enemy that ths speaker killed

the day before. Here appears agsin Owen's idea of the kinship of
the two sides. Owsn achieves this especially by having his opinions
come from the mouth of the enenmy.

There is a conspicuous absence from Owen's war poetry of thae
grief of those left at home., He does not talk of those vwho lost
sons, husbands, and / or brothers, There is no concern for the sor-
rows of the families asnd sweethearts who wait, often in vain,. for
the return of their loved ones. C. Day Lewls explalins this by say-
ing,

.o .how creat was the gulf between the fisrhting men and
the civilian at home, snd bebween the front-line soldier
and the braes-hat., To tha soldier, those on the other
sids of 4the barbed wire were Tellow sufferers; he Telt
less hostility towards them than towards the men and
women who were prafiting by the war, shi%tere& from it,
or willfully irnorant of its reelities.

ty for women who had lost loved
ik

1
|-e

Lewis alsc savs that Owen had no
ones, Hs apparantly didn't consider them to be worthy of the men,
On the rare occasions when he does mention these women, it 1s not

with pity for them but with emphasis on the men who were killed,




(20)

a8 In the conclusicn to "Anthem for Doomed Youth." Owen can te

criticized for his unchariteble point of view, although it is €8sy

to understand why he felt the way he did.
IV, Analysis of One Poem as a Whole

It 1s appropriate &t this point to consider one poem as a
whole to see how the element presented somewhat in isolation work
. together, This will, of course, involve e certain amount of repe-
tition, but this is unavoidable. The poem selected shows elements
qf Cwen's vostry that I have not discussed as well as many I have.
Hopefully, this will help round out the picture of Owen as poet.
The poem is "Futility."

Move him into the sun --

Gently its touch zawolke him cnce,

At home, * nisperlng of fields unsovm.

Always it woke him, even in France,

Until this morning end this snow. 5
If enything might rouse hin now

The klnd old sun will knou.

Thinlz how it wakes the sceds, --

Woke, once, the clays cf a cold star.

Are limbs, so dear-achleved, are sides, 10
Full-nerved -- still warm -- too hard to stir?
Was 1t for this the clay grew tall?

-- 0 what made fatucus sanbea¢s toil

To bresk earth's sleep at all?

This is & sonnet, divided into two stanzas of seven lines each

~+

rather than ths conventicnal cctave and sestet. Both half-rhyme
end perfect rhvme are used here, the perfect rhyme at the end of
each stanza serving to rmake the ending stronger. Perhaps the nmost
interestings thing gbout this poem is the different tene of the

tvwio stanzas. In the first stanza the fepl ing is rather sad and

entle, vhile the second stanza contains 2 greater intensity of

"1'!

feeling, mounting to despair. The second stanza has more strong
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accents, plus more and stronger psuses to slow 1t down, which
lends a feeling of effori, corresponding both with the feeling of
beins about teo give up and the idea of toll in 1line 13, Compare

: . - L e 2 et 7
lines I and 11 with resard to this. (L) "Always it woke him, évén

W

- ¥ Fi N Fd \ ? b = 5
in France," (11) "Full-nerved -- still warm -- too hard to stir?"

I~

Thg first stanza is slow aiso but much smoother, with more long
vowels and continuing consonants. %

'The imare of the sun 1s central. In the first stanza, the
sun,is kind and benevolent, but in the second stanze there is the
additlonsl, bitter reference to "fatuous sunbeans." The sun is
foolish for having gone to g81ll this trouble. The repetition of
"awolke" and "once" in line 2 in "Woke, once,"” in line 9 helps to
unify the thoupghts of the two stanzas, All of this demonstrates
the theme of futility -- why live at all if it's going to end like
this? lMan would have been just as well off if he'd never lived.

V. Conclusion

Owen's poetry is avprovriate not only for World War I, but

1.
u

e

for all wars. It is not the English scldier especlslly, but
could be any soldier, His peoetry has a certain unuversality gbout
1t., It is worth meaticning again the fact that he took the per-
sonal, rather than the larger, view of armed conflict. The vast
human waste loomed ruch larger in his mind thar the issues. To
auote from Wellend again,
war has not merely interruptsd the march of mankin

it has chanred its vhole direction and done incalculadb
and irrepaerable damare., It 1s this terrible and prophetic
vision of a dying world embodied in this and othser poenms
that gives Cwen's work abiding relevance, but what he

mourns is not merely the men themselves. Fol only 'the
0ld Happiness' but the potentialitlies offered by the

The



past ere unreturningc..lg
The undversality of Owen's poetry doesn't stop with the na-

ture of war. It also says scrmsthing abeut the nature of man, Itls

7]

easy encugh to say that CGwen's viewr is a nerrow one; that he only

presented ong sice of the plcture, but this was because he fel?b
that his side was the most important one, the one that had been
kept in the background too long. What could be more universal
than tﬁe disilluslonment of the young person whose experience
tells him that the platitudes he was raised with are not so? Not
all adults deceive young people or ralse them on myths, but far
too many do. Perhars Cwen is too hard on the older generation,
but he was a young man himself, writing about his own betrayal (as
he saw it) as well as that of others, If he had lived lcng enourh
to cool off a 1little, maybs he would have been able to sﬁare_a
1ittle sympathy and understanding for those he is so bitter about
in his poetry.

Cwen doesn't seem to think that man will ever change in his
propensity for war and thewrs are many, particularly in our tinme

1

with wars in Vietnam, Chinz, and other places, who would agree

et

with him. Yar itself,; then, would seem to be part of the nature of
man. If every man doesn't belong to this category, there are at
least enough msn in every generation to ereate wars which will in-
volve the rest of us in one way or another, sconer or later, I

say this particularly for the benefit of those who say that war

is too toriczl a subject for truly great poetry.
i (1) 2 o5

15 ‘eiland, vp. 102.
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It should be mentionasd that Owen is not only a war peet, al-
thoush his best and most famous poctry stems from the war, It is
certain that, if he had lived, he would have found additional
concerns for his poetry. There are faulis in Owen's poems, of
course, and critics are ever eager to polnt out such things. How-
ever, I would imagine that any young poet learning his craft is
bound to make a lot of mlistakes, and we must remember that Cwen
was a young poet. #Although the war seems to have been at least
partially responsible for his maturation asz a poet, there is no
reason not to expect that his progress would have continued be-
yond the war period, Even at his young aze, he was handling his
medium much better than many who sspire to be poets éver édo. In-
stead of criticizing Owen for not doing rmore, we should regret |
that one who promised so ruch was killed, like the soldiers in

his poems, and that we will never know what we have lost.
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"MASTER'S REFORT ABSTRACT:
AR EXAMINATION OF THE WAR POETRY OF WIIFRED OWEN
This report is a somevhat sub jective account of those ele-
ments in the war poetry of Wilfrsd Owen that contribute most to

making it a meaningful experience. Owen belongs to that group of

Lz

English poets called "minor." There 1s a possibility that he might
have developed into a major poet had he not been killed in World
War I, Whether Owen 1s major or minor, this paper is interested in
examining and praising rather than damning. This is also an at-
tempt to show that Owen's war poetry is much more than occasional
verae sterming from World War I, that it has a certain amount of
universality.

There ls first a discussion of Owen's use of half-rhyme. This
discussion is limited mostly to presenting what D. S. R. Welland
says about Cwen's hall- rhyme, since Welland's study of 1t is so
cemplete -1t leaves little else to be said.

The discussion of half-rhyme passes into Owen's manipulation
‘sound in general, Owen was very much aware of vowels, conso-
nants, and cassuras and how these can be used &s a support to and
dramatization of the meaning of the words.

Owen's imagery has much of the conventional imagery of the
battlefield, but he adds his own touches, Five major categories
are .discussed! personification of weapons, infernsl imagery, re-
ligioué imarery, blood imagery, and natural imagery. Fach cate-

gory adds scmething to Owen's over-all conclusions about war,
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These conclusions about war form the most important section
of the paper. They can bé swmed up in Cwen's own phrase, "the
pity of war." Owen shows what it's like on the batilefield and
dwells on the enormous human waste, partiéularly the young lives
cut off before they've had a chance to realize their potentials.,
Owen is also bitter about the older gencration that stays safe at
home and sends the young men off to die steepesd in the myth of
what a glorious thing war is. To Cwen the lssues mean nothing in

the face of the deaths of the younz men of both sldes.

The universelity of Owen's poetry is seen in twe ways. First,
much of what he says may be zpplied not only to YWorld War I, but
to all wars. Second, in talkinz about war he also talks about the
nature of man, particularly man's unfertunate propensity for war
and the disillusionment of most young people vho discover that
some principle they've grown up with is a myth.

The vaver closes by saying that perhaps we chould concentrate
not on showing Owen's deiects, many of whleh msy nave had to do
with the fact that he was still a young poet, but on regretting
that ons who promised so much for the future was not able to rea-

lize it.



