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War poetry

War poets were classical because poetry they wrote was of an incident that occurred and disturbed the whole modern world when it started. So as an action war poet started to write in order to enlighten the public. 

         In war poetry one sees that it was as a result of the beginning of the war. Actually writing started earlier before the war broke out. At the beginning of the early decade of war poetry, those poets were enthusiastic and show patriotism which is very significant in war poetry. This poetry was nationalistic. 

         One notices that at the beginning of the twentieth century, as in the Victorian period of time, there was skepticism and loss of faith which was one of the major themes of modern poetry. Towards these new features of loss of faith and skepticism, the materialistic kind of life that man is experiencing and the contentious change, added a kind of a shift in the literary writings. 

          Literature here adapted certain alien features or new that the earlier generations have not experienced because the influences were all over the world like symbolism of French school that affected the European mind and philosophies of Nietzsche. All of these affected literature themes with certain alien features that it was not used to. It did not only affected the themes, but also the forms and techniques of modern poetry. 

       War poets were classified into two stages: Pre-War poetry and Post-War Poetry.  

         Pre-War poetry

         Pre-War poetry was the earlier poems that were written before the war by a month earlier of the beginning of the war in 1914. Most of these poems in Britain were patriotic in their themes. They were self-sacrifice, courage, enthusiasm, glorifying the war and many others. They were celebrating, not afraid or worried about the war. All soldiers were enthusiastic about war at this early stage of writing poetry.  

         Most of the soldiers were poets themselves. When they participated in the war, they were shocked by the devastation that they saw, fear, horrible great numbers of deaths and thousands that were killed by one bomb. They were shocked by the horrible face of war. As a result, they started to change their attitude towards the war. They could not continue, because most of the participants or soldiers were young. Many thousands of young people faced death. The famous poet of this group was Rupert Brooke. 

         Rupert Brooke was the most famous poet of this group. That is because he started to write poems when he was a soldier and he was so enthusiastic about the war, but he never participated in the battle or faced a real contact. He was a soldier and went with the navy to Greece and participated there, but he never faced a real battlefield. He was poisoned by a mosquito’s bite and died which is ironic as the legendary poet of England who preached about self-sacrifice was not unfortunately participating and died of a mosquito’s bite. 

       In this first group, most of the poets actually started in such enthusiastic flavor, but when they participated in the real war, they changed their attitude, because they saw the real ugly face of war. They agreed that they will speak of the truth. They became realistic spokesmen of the war. 

        Post-War Poetry

     One notices that the Post-War poetry are not patriotic any more. They are not talking about talking or preaching self-sacrifice. They are not talking about courage or the glory of war. They are talking about horror, bloodshed, great deaths, disappointment which is one of the major themes of the post-war poetry. They were disillusioned because the war in its essence was not their right. It was written to defend the European other nations. It was actually a war of muscles. Every nation wanted to show the power. Everyone discovered new weapon like artillery, air planes, horrible bombs and devastating gas bombs. It was like a race of inventing destructions of man and that was a shock for literary men who were also soldiers. 

       There was the theme of disillusionment and disappointment. The poetry here tends to be poetry of pity with a satirical tone. They satirized the leaders and system. 

       The most famous Post-War poets are Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen. They were disillusioned by the decisions of their leaders. Both of them were injured and went into a hospital and as their colleagues, they  found out that this war was not on real bases, but just a war on rivalry between nations, so they decided to speak out truly and they started to write great poems satirizing their leaders. Upon them, was Sassoon who was the attacker of his own leaders with several poems.  Post-war poetry emerged because of the disillusionment and it became poetry of pity and satire.  

       Generally speaking, themes of war poetry were patriotism, self-sacrifice, devotion for country, courage, loyalty, and then post-war poetry was about victims, suffering, peace and courage. 

      Techniques of War Poetry:

           Concerning technicalities used in modern poetry, there are new developments in literary production; poetry turned from being poetic into more colloquial style and sometimes it turns to be conversational. It is not a poetic, metaphorical language, but colloquial and conversational. 

     Forms of War Poetry:

         The same forms were used like sonnets, but modern poets tended to use new kinds of techniques like using heroic diction, emotional references and satirical style, in addition to realistic pictures and images of war. It turned to be documentary episodes of things that happen at that time. It is a documentary poetry as several of these poems have references to titles or names of battles like the Battle of the Somme which was one of the great and horrible battles in  the whole world between both British and French armies against the German army. Both the German and the British sides lost more than ninety thousand lives in that one battle. 

The British poets did not experience the horror of the war on their land, because most of the battlefields were in Europe as in France, Belgium, but not in England. They did not experience the horror of the war. Earlier they only read about it in the newspapers. Later on, they experienced it. At the beginning they had nationalistic feelings.

       Techniques: 

      In the techniques, satire and irony were used in Modern poetry. It tended to use free verse that does not follow certain rules. 

Rupert Brooke as a war poet

       He is a Georgian poet. He was writing before the war during the period of quietness before the explosion of the war. He is a very good representative of Pre-War poetry, because the poetry he wrote about the war was different from the other poet with their realistic features of poetry. 

V .The Soldier Analysis
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If I should die, think only this of me:
That there's some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England. There shall be
In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,
A body of England's, breathing English air,
Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.
And think, this heart, all evil shed away,
A pulse in the eternal mind, no less
Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;
Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;
And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,
In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.

It is one of five sonnets written by Brooke. These sonnets were so famous, because of their patriotic style, themes like self-sacrifice. There is no reference to war as the poem does not really represent war. 


       This is a sonnet. It looks as an Italian sonnet. There is a blend here of Shakespearean as well as the Italian sonnet. It is one of the great achievements of the poets to blend tradition and present it in a modern way. It is one of the characteristics of modern poetry as modern poets experiment with the tradition and present it in new techniques. 

If I should die, think only this of me:
That there's some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England. There shall be
In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,
A body of England's, breathing English air,
Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

   He is very proud of his nationality. In case he is in a battlefield and he has his end, he does not want anyone to shed tears upon him. The reason is that he is going to be buried in a foreign land not England and that foreign land is going to be English because of his body. There is a feeling of colonizing of lands. He does not want anyone to shed tears upon his death, because his body will keep that land English when it is buried in it. This is very symbolic.

 He is trying to show the divinity of the British body which is something divine or holy. There is pride. He also does humiliate the enemy, but makes the enemy equal to the English soldier. That is a rich earth, but there is richer dust is going to be buried in that earth which is his body. He feels himself higher or greater. There is nationalistic pride here. 

This dust which is his body was born in England. ‘Shaped’ means he grew and was raised in England. “Made aware” means that he was taught in England. He was taught great principals. All of this shows the patriotic and nationalistic pride that is in his words. ‘Gave’ means that he was given all the luxury of the English man that one can have. He has been in love by the British earth like his British parents. There is a stress on the pride to be an English man. He was given all the luxuries of life by his country. There is devotion as the speaker is devoted to his nation. He appreciates the gifts of his country even the air. 

‘Washed’ there is a religious connotation which is a reference to baptism as being graced according to the ethical morals of Christianity. He is baptized and blest by the suns of home as if he is symbolizing the English young man or a symbol of all these soldiers. He has all the idealistic qualities of a soldier. 

In the first stanza or the octave, the reader is given the divinity of the British soldier’s body, educated, blest, grew and raised by England and given all the luxurious life by the British nation, so he is a symbolic figure of the English soldier. 

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,
A pulse in the eternal mind, no less
Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;
Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;
And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,
In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.

        He is talking about his heart. He is fighting the enemy not because he hates the enemy or there are evil feelings towards it, but because it is a noble cause which is to help the other nations. There are no evil traits in his heart against the enemy. There is a reference to the eternal mind and it is capitalized here to show all the idealistic values of Christianity that man has to love his brother and man has to be equal to his brother and sacrifice himself for others.   

        He is a pulse and pulse is in the heart. Whatever he has been given from his country of education, raising or luxury, he will give it back which means that he is having great human values for himself and for others. 

        He is talking about England’s countryside and sounds of nature, wind, or people talking. He is metaphorically referring to all sights and sounds. England here is personified as a mother. He is giving England all the motherly qualities. England as a mother is giving, loving, passionate, sacrificing, noble, generous all her characteristics. It is given all the idealistic values of a country although it is an imperialist country, oppressed others, have colonies in India and how the working class was suffered in it. However here, he makes and describes England as a motherly figure, loving, passionate and joyous. 

         The reference to the English air as a special air; again is a reference to England’s heaven as if it is a special one. There is a lot of patriotism in the poem. The poem is symbolic. It is a symbol of a soldier who promised heroically to sacrifice himself for the duty called by his country. It is a patriotic poem and an expression of great sentiments. 

        The speaker here is having like a spiritual cleansing like when he sacrifices himself for the sake of his country going to war, fighting with the enemy in order to restore peace to other nations is like a spiritual cleansing or purifying. Brooke here invokes a spiritual cleansing on the world’s symbolic young soldier. In this war poem, there is no reference to war. It records the simple joys of peace. It is a very peaceful one. 

         Techniques:

       When the poet created the poem’s technicalities, he used the sonnet which is the Italian sonnet, but while using the Italian sonnet, he blended the Shakespearean and Petrarchan tradition in the rhyme scheme which is (AB AB CD CD) which is a Shakespearean. He took the rhyme scheme of Shakespearean sonnet used in a form of a Petrarchan sonnet. 

       In the second stanza or the sestet, he used petrarchan or Italian rhyme scheme (EFG EFG). He blends them in a great way. He mixes the Italian tradition or sonnet with the English sonnet and this was mentioned as one of the experimentations used in modern poetry. 

        In the octave, he used Shakespearean rhyme scheme and in the sestet, he used Petrarchan rhyme scheme. This is modernization of technicalities. In this technique, he uses a very simple language, ritual, auditory, and visual images.   He created this extended metaphor of England as a mother. From the beginning when he referred to England, he used the metaphor of a mother. 

         The poet tried to create this poem in a very patriotic sense because the readers of that period of time as the poem was written in 1914 after the start of the war and was published in 1915. The poet here is not trying to show the horror of the war, but he is trying to preach and encourage young men to fight in that war. 

       Brooke died as a young man and that was even symbolic to the whole English nation. Churchill in one of his speeches praised Brooke as a young courageous soldier as a symbol of England. 
Peace 
by Rupert Brooke

The first of his sonnets in the 1914 sequence

Now, God be thanked Who has matched us1 with His hour,  
And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping,  
With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power,  
To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping,  
Glad from a world grown old and cold and weary,  
Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move,  
And half-men, and their dirty songs and dreary,  
And all the little emptiness of love!2 

Oh! we, who have known shame, we have found release3 there, 
Where there's no ill, no grief, but sleep has mending, 
Naught broken save4 this body, lost but breath;  
Nothing to shake the laughing heart's long peace there  
But only agony, and that has ending;  
And the worst friend and enemy is but Death. 

It is the First sonnet of Brooke’s 1914 sequence while “The Soldier” was the fifth one. All of it is composed of long sentences. 

First stanza:

He thanks God for the war, because war here is like a cleansing experience for young men. Young men were involved in life pleasures by enjoying their lives and ignoring their brothers. So, war here is like cleansing experience for young man. It is like young men were sleeping in the pleasures of life. It is an indication that they were emerged in the pleasures of life they ignored everything. 

The verb ‘caught’ shows that young men were entrapped in the pleasures of modern life. They are having like a day dreaming as their lives had no real value at that time and now they are awakened by the war. 

The shock of the war awakened them. They have now clear eye and new insight to see and understand what is going on. Now they have more realization and awareness. The word ‘swimmers’ is another reference to baptism. They are baptized, awakened from the sleep and they realized that they should do something different. 

All “old, cold, weary” are descriptions of the world. These are three adjectives describing modern world. War here seems like a new way that gives man a new beginning. It is an awakening moment, a moment of realization. The life they had was not a real life. This war is like a “spiritual cleansing” and this is the major theme of this stanza. The world they lived in was an old, cold and weary world. Now, there is a new beginning. There is a new birth or resurrection and rebirth as if young men were resurrected to a new life or beginning, a complete change in their lives. 

Their hearts were sick with pleasures of life, but now they have higher desires to sacrifice themselves for a noble cause. The poet describes young men before the war as half men, but after their reborn, they became fulfilled men. Their hearts empty of love. With the war and cleansing their hearts, they had a great life. 

In the first section of the poem or octave, there is the theme of spiritual cleansing with spiritual cleansing, rebirth and resurrection shows the poet as if he assumes the role of a crusade; he is the crusader in this world.

Second stanza (sestet):    

In life, they faced shame and then they found a release as an escape from the miseries of life going themselves in the pleasures of drinking, having sex and doing everything, but their live was still without meaning. Now, when they were reborn again after being involved in the war, they received new meanings to their lives. Those young men reached self-realization. They realized who they are and what truly their kind of men. 

The lines are confusing. War for those young men is like an adventure in which they are crusades who lost their European lands and travelled by sea to reach Palestine in order to liberate Jerusalem as they thought that it was a kind of a holy war. 

Likely, those young soldiers left their land, crossed the channel, went to a foreign land in order to help liberating those lands from the enemy. So, it is not a journey for the crusader. It is like the adventure, but the adventure is spiritually cleansing themselves and made them aware of who they are. 

The war is like a gradual growth. They know their identities now by involving in the war. There was no ill of grief. The war with all its misfortunes which they faced was like an experience of gradual growth or climbing stairs. Even if they die, still death is an experience of realization and spiritual cleansing. 

The whole process, the suffering, pain, hunger are like practice in order to get the best of outcome. It is a difficult adventure and tough, but through it, man has found self-realization and growth. 

Death is the enemy and friend. Death here brings eternal peace. He used here oxymoron technique of combining two contradictory terms like ‘friend’ and ‘death’. In the last line he says that death is not the enemy, actually it brings the eternal peace of mind. The speaker actually is rejoicing the feeling of war. He welcomes the arrival of war, because war is a relief for the young generation of men that had an empty life avoid of meaning. 

War awakened those young men. It made them realize their lives and reached self-realization that their lives had no meaning. The poem has a religious tone in itself. It inspired youth to awaken from their sleep, to restore their youth, to refresh their senses of glory and happiness and also to turn away from the pleasures of life or the empty kind of life and participation in the war of their new growth. There is a religious image referring to baptism and absolution. 

In this sonnet, there are two major themes which are of spiritual cleansing and self-realization. 

Technically, Brooke used the style of using the Petrarchan or Italian sonnet with the Shakespearean rhyme scheme in the octave (AB AB CD CD) and in the sestet he used the Italian (EFG EFG). He blended the traditional rhyming of the Italian sonnet. In the Italian sonnet there is always a question and an answer or resolution, but he did not use this by dividing the themes here. 

In the octave, there is a change of young men and in the sestet we have details of this change. 

· The language here is symbolic in a way because it refers to the idealistic values of life which are religious themes.


   End …
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