First Semester


Poetry (6)
Fourth Year
Strange Meeting
It seemed that out of battle I escaped
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped
Through granites which titanic wars had groined.
Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,
Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.
Then, as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared
With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,
Lifting distressful hands as if to bless.
And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall
By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.
With a thousand pains that vision's face was grained;
Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,
And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.
"Strange friend," I said, "here is no cause to mourn."
"None," said that other, "save the undone years,
The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,
Was my life also; I went hunting wild
After the wildest beauty in the world,
Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,
But mocks the steady running of the hour,
And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.
For of my glee might many men have laughed
And of my weeping something had been left,
Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,
The pity of war, the pity war distilled.
Now men will go content with what we have spoiled,
Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.
They will be swift with the swiftness of the tigress.
None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.
Courage was mine, and I had mystery,
Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery:
To miss the march of this retreating world
Into vain citadels that are not walled.
Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels,
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,
Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.
I would have poured my spirit without stint
But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.
Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
I knew you in this dark: for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now . . . ."
         The poem is very rich and philosophical. The poet is acknowledged not only by the reader, but also by the critics. It was acknowledged by Sassoon as well. 


The poem is about the pity of war. Owen was really interested in what was called “the pity of war”, because war is futile and useless. It only wastes lives, riches of the holy rivers. It was a horrible, devastating war that annoyed the poet who was influenced by it and tried to send a message about it. 

       The critics say that the title is borrowed from Shelly and this is one of modern poetry techniques as borrowing is seen very clearly in Eliot’s works. 

The title actually relates what is going to happen in the poem which is a kind of a strange meeting. It is a rich and beautiful poem which is really representing historical, humanitarian and mystical themes about the conflict in man’s conscience about war.  
It seemed that out of battle I escaped
 Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped

Through granites which titanic wars had groined.

In these first three lines, the speaker here is not sure where he is. The word “seemed” as if the whole experience is like a dream or a nightmare. He escaped from a battlefield which is frightening and horrible, devastating. However, this escape was not an escape for freedom or for bless, it was another escape to a state of a dream called a trance-like situation. He escaped but found himself in a dark tunnel like a dungeon. Notice the granite walls surrounding and the word “titanic” that links to the past great wars of history starting from the creation of man.

      The war here has echoes from the past to the present moment. He used the word “titanic” to refer to all the great wars that destroyed man’s life. The modern war is the most devastating and horrible war. It is the worst of the great wars. That is why he used the word “titanic” to refer to something giant and great. He referred to titanic wars to say that in all of these great wars, the modern war is the worst. The word “groined” means that the titanic war is engraved into arches. 
      There are echoes of the past wars, images of suffering, pain and escape. When man escapes from suffering, he wants to be free and released from pain and agony, but here the speaker escapes into another entrapment as if he is entrapped or caught in this horrible war. He has escaped into a dull tunnel. He is in a trance-like situation and the whole experience is like a horrible nightmare for him. There is a net between the past and the present and what is going to happen in the future. The future is unknown. The speaker here is ignorant of the future, but he wishes of course that the war will end. 

Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,
Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.
      He found in that dull, dark tunnel the dead sleepers. All of those dead soldiers carry the burden of suffering. They suffered a lot in their lives from the war. Those are great images of pain and suffering. 
Then, as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared

     The speaker here is the one who went to the dull tunnel and saw what is there in the tunnel, he found dead bodies, sleepers groaning and suffering. He was examining who are those. He was examining the dead people. 

With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,
Lifting distressful hands as if to bless.
And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall
By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.

     The speaker here investigates about the place he is in. he examines if those people are still alive as they are sleepers and he does not know if they are dead or alive and who are they. He is searching to recognize one. All of a sudden, one of the sleepers stood to face and look at the speaker, but the speaker does not know him. The man stands up and lifts his hands up as a gesture of blessing. Then the speaker finally recognizes that he is in hell. He knew that by the man’s dead smile. The word “sullen” means a gloomy silence. This is the first speaker. 

     The speaker here who is the poet himself is in a state of a dream or a trance in a long, dull tunnel, a gloomy dungeon finds thousands of sleepers groaning and all of a sudden, he saw another person who sprang in front of him and he was smiling, so he found himself with the victims of war in a collective grave of hell. Maybe this collective grave actually is because of one of shells thrown and destroyed many lives. 
With a thousand pains that vision's face was grained;
Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,
And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.
"Strange friend," I said, "here is no cause to mourn."

      He is not in a battlefield; there are no guns, or blood. They are dead bodies gathered in this underground dungeon. Death has ended the war for the soldiers fighting. Death has put an end for all kinds of enmity. There is no need to be enemies any more. There is a paradox here in ‘strange friend’. They were enemies. They fought the day before together.  One of them killed the other and when the second one was killed, they met at this horrible dungeon. One addresses the other telling him to put an end to all kinds of enmity. They are not enemies anymore as they are all in hell now. 
"None," said that other, "save the undone years,
The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,
Was my life also; I went hunting wild
After the wildest beauty in the world,
Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,
But mocks the steady running of the hour,
And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.
For of my glee might many men have laughed
And of my weeping something had been left,
Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,

     This means that both of the soldiers share the same purpose. They were enemies when they were alive and one killed the other and the other was killed on the next day, but now they are all dead and share the same feeling and now they are speaking about their past. Their past life was a pathetic one, because they wasted their lives in this war. In their past lives, they wished of having a happy life and mating a beautiful woman. They both shared the same dreams of having fruitful and happy life. The other speaker here speaks of his own dreams. 
     The word “hunting” is chasing dreams to be able to fulfill them. Beauty as a great dream for both, it was chased by the second speaker. Beauty is not only in the eyes of a beautiful woman. Time was fast and there was no time available to join the beauty of life or to have their own dreams fulfilled because of the war. 
     The speaker here is lamenting and crying that he could not fulfill or enjoy beauty or the joy of the life nor he could be a cause of joy for others, because of his short life. His aims are shattered, destroyed because of the war. Both of them share the same grief. He was chasing the beauty or joy of life whether in a woman or dreams. The speaker could not fulfill his dreams or offer that beauty for others. Everything is lost. Both soldiers share their same purpose and their short life. 

     The speaker here thinks pathetically about the past life as his dreams are unfulfilled. He says maybe he could make something to others not only charity, but also by giving happiness to others, but he could not do that. All of his dreams are shattered, unearthed because of his short life. 
Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,
The pity of war, the pity war distilled.
Now men will go content with what we have spoiled,
Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.
     This is the truth that he wants everybody to know; the reality is the pity of war. The pity of war is extracted. Men are content of what the soldiers spoiled of lives, the country itself and their dreams. There are two enemies fighting each other. If one wins, he will be happy and the other will not, but the result is devastation for both sides.  It is pathetic as this war is futile. It is not gain or loss. Unfortunately, this war is a kind of devastation for all mankind. There is no winner. All are losers. Blood is going to be spilled and nobody is going to be happy. 
They will be swift with the swiftness of the tigress.
None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.


      Their reference here for nations shows that every nation was competing with the other to be more powerful, stronger or to dominate politically. The problem here is that all the nations are facing each other in the war to be more powerful in the military affairs, but this kind of competition is not profitable, because it leads to a disastrous conclusions and devastation of the world.  Usually competition leads to rivalry and better results, but the rivalry here leads to killing till the end of war. The poet here focuses on the futility of war.

Courage was mine, and I had mystery,
Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery:

     In these two lines, he is not only physically courageous by fighting in the battlefield. He is not talking about this kind of courage, but about the spiritual courage. He had the courage to face the naked truth of war. He knows that war is futile. 
    The two soldiers here could see behind the conflict. When they were young, they hated each other, but after death, they could see behind the conflict and hatred in a way that they both share their awareness. Both of them had the courage to face the naked truth of war that is untold, which is the pity of war. 

     One could see that the speaker here is not only highly intelligent, but he has this human conception that he can understand mankind and life in a better way. Both soldiers have gained wisdom. They are enlightened, so they could enlighten other soldiers about the war. 

     The poet is courageous, has mystery. He claims that he has wisdom and mastery. He claims that he has the spirit to face the truth untold which is the pity of war. 
To miss the march of this retreating world
Into vain citadels that are not walled.

     He describes this world as retreating as if this civilized world is going back to primitive, uneducated and unlearned as if this world is going to the primitive state of man, the instinctive desire of man to survive by killing the other in order to survive. This world is retreating because of the war. The war made man as if he is a fortress without walls which protect the fortress as it cannot stand alone as it will be attacked from different sides. If there is a great walls surrounding it, the protection will be concentrated on the entrances and exits of the fortress. So, this world became naked to the destructive power of war.
Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels,
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,
Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.

     The world has gone mad because of the war. The blood was covering the soldiers’ chariots. The word “chariot” is linking us to the past wars in history. The speaker here knows the deep truth about war. He is going to cleanse the spirits of war who are the dead sleepers whom he could find in a dungeon. The word “taint” is a kind of a tree of dishonor. 

     The speaker here knows the deep truth about war of how war is horrible and how it is a toy in the lands of politicians. The politicians have the power to end the war and stop it, but they are not willing. He is going to cleanse the spirits of the victims of war. There is a religious or biblical reference here that the soldier here is like Christ himself, because Christ sacrificed himself for humanity to save it. 

I would have poured my spirit without stint
But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.
Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.

     He is ready to sacrifice himself without restraint. The speaker is willing to sacrifice his soul as he sacrifices his body to save the spirits of soldiers, but also civilians who were attacked by bomb shells from tanks. Man has lost this dignity and this peace of mind in this horrifying war. 
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
I knew you in this dark: for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now . . . ."

        The first speaker came in and went into the dungeon and saw all of the dead sleepers. The second speaker is the one who sprang in front of him says “I am enemy you killed”. The day before, the first speaker killed the second. The new comer killed the enemy so now the enemy is giving his point of view. The first speaker can now realize the enemy by his frowning which is a facial experience. He killed him by sword and the killed one could not react. The speaker exposes his identity. He was the enemy who was killed by the hands of this other soldiers. 
      The last line is an abrupt ending. There is an end that sounds ambiguous. It shows forgiveness. There is no end as war has not ended at that time. There is a hidden a message which is the world must search for reconciliation and the war must end. The message is that mankind should reach reconciliation. There is a call for peace for people who fought each other. Powerful and rich countries struggling should end the war. The message is that peace must prevail. 

     Enemies fought each other and they were both dead and they realize now that the war is meaningless and futile.      
      The invitation “let us sleep now” is because both are dead and they cannot send any messages to the living world, but they dream of a message that would be carried some day that the war must end some day. 
    The poem here carries rich meanings about the futility, horror, devastation, and pity of war that are carried through all of man’s life. This is the most famous poem of Owen. The line “I am the enemy you killed my friend” is engraved in tombs on the stones. The speakers are not important like the message that war devastates man’s life. 
Technicalities
     The poem is a magnificent poem, because it presents historical, humanitarian and mystical themes which consider here a kind of a conflict between the ego and conscience and war. There were two soldiers in the war and they were not exposed from which country they are. There is a kind of ambiguity in the poem, but this ambiguity helped in universalizing the theme of the poem. It suggests varied analysis between the soldier who sacrifices himself for the sake of his country killing the other enemies as Christ himself.  Usually Owen uses the symbol of Christ as a young man who sacrifices himself for humanity and so the soldier is an image for the Christ in the battlefields.

      Moving to the technicality of Owen here is that he created this poem in   four stanzas of irregular form. The first stanza is of only three lines. The second one is seven lines, the third one is of a huge part in the poem and then the last one is four lines. These irregular stanzas written in heroic couplets show a very significant thing which is the changes not only in the poem but also in the man. 
Notice how Owen concentrated on the sound technique in alliterations, assonance, consonants, internal rhymes and half rhyme like in (escaped-scooped) as the first half of each of them is different from the other, (mystery and mastery) and (groined and groaned). This is a new use of modern poetry. There are a lot of repetitions and there is a concentration on visual imagery of underground dungeon and darkness, in addition to images of pain and suffering. 

      Notice the usage of happy consonants like /k/ sound and /d/ sound.  The poem has deep meanings and when one reads it for the first time, he feels that there is something ambiguous and unclear. One should go deeply through the lines to understand it. There is also spiritual suffering more than the physical one. 
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