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Lecture 4 

Siegfried Sassoon Counter-attack 
 
This poem is going to show us a very accurate documentation of recording of the battle what soldiers encountered in the battle field. 
1st stanza: 

WE’D gained our first objective hours before 

While dawn broke like a face with blinking eyes, 

Pallid, unshaved and thirsty, blind with smoke. 

Things seemed all right at first. We held their line, 

  

The first stanza starts with the speaker giving a kind of back stage details. He is trying to portray the scenery. 
He speaks collectively with WE  gained. 
The soldiers gained the first objective hours. 

Now= dawn time  
like a face with blinking eyes, = simile

The British troops gained the first objective- the trench. 

This talks about the battle of the trenches. Soldiers used to dig deep trenches to protect themselves.  

Pallid, = pale weak- exhausted 
The speaker is a soldier representing all of the soldiers. They are exhausted, unshaved and thirsty. 

blind with smoke. 

It is the smoke of the powder of the guns.
This is unhealthy kind of situation. 

Things seemed all right at first
When they gained this position, gained the trench, every thing seemed all right. 
With bombers posted, Lewis guns well placed,         5
And clink of shovels deepening the shallow trench. 

  

They overcome the enemy with the bombers. 

Lewis guns= it is a kind of light machine gun. They keep the enemy back ward. They used the machine guns. They dig deeper the trench to make it more protective because the trench is full of dead bodies. It was not deep enough to give protection for the soldiers so they started to dig it up.  
Shovels= one important tool that should be with the soldiers. 
The place was rotten with dead; green clumsy legs 

 There were a lot of dead bodies of the enemy. They were dead. They were not buried. They were in the trench. The bodies were rotten- decayed. 
 High-booted, sprawled and grovelled along the saps 

 The saps = very deep narrow trench that leads to the enemy position.  
 And trunks, face downward, in the sucking mud, 

  Wallowed like trodden sand-bags loosely filled;  10
  The bodies are pushed like sand bags. This is very humiliated. 

And naked sodden buttocks, mats of hair, 

  Bulged, clotted heads slept in the plastering slime. 

  And then the rain began,—the jolly old rain! 

Some parts of their bodies are exposed. It is a very grotesque scene. The heads as if they are destroyed. It is a very sordid place but at the same time there is no other place for the soldiers to sit and end this battle. 
The rain is a source of cleansing. 

As if we are hearing a bag stage description of the soldiers.

The gaining of the soldier- the trench is very ironical as it is a very sordid grotesque kind of trench filled with the dead. 

We have a lot of visualization= a very grotesque- obscene - horrible images. 

2nd stanza” 
A yawning soldier knelt against the bank, 

 Staring across the morning blear with fog;  15
In this stanza, we have the real action of the war. We hear the sounds of the bombs. 
The soldiers are exhausted. The yawning soldiers were keeping out of the trench to keep looking at the position of the enemy. 
It is not a shiny, but a foggy morning. It is because of the smoke of the bombs. It reflects the gloomy atmosphere of the scene. 
He wondered when the Allemands would get busy; 

And then, of course, they started with five-nines 

Traversing, sure as fate, and never a dud. 

Mute in the clamour of shells he watched them burst 

The soldier was wondering when they will start. 

five-nines = a shooting gun

They were shooting with the five-nines. It is a shell that failed to explode. 

The soldier was speechless. He was watching the explosion of these shells. 

Spouting dark earth and wire with gusts from hell,  20
While posturing giants dissolved in drifts of smoke. 

He crouched and flinched, dizzy with galloping fear, 

Sick for escape,—loathing the strangled horror 

And butchered, frantic gestures of the dead. 

These shells which were sent earlier, exploded suddenly. It is like a hellish situation. The smoke and the dirt scattered all over the heads of the soldier all in one time. It is a very foggy atmosphere. 
The soldier was dizzy with galloping fear. He was horribly frightened. 

The trench is filled with the dead bodies. The enemy is outside. We have a double cause for fear and horror of the speaker. 

The poet uses colloquial language, elaborate description, horrifying, grotesque description. 
In the second stanza, we could feel the real action of the battle field- the explosion of the shells- the sound of the guns- the fears of the soldiers.  

3rd stanza; 

An officer came blundering down the trench:  25
‘Stand-to and man the fire-step!’ On he went.. 

Gasping and bawling, ‘Fire-step ... counter-attack!’ 

It is a very shocking stanza. An officer came blundering- he can not move straight because the trench is full of dead bodies. It is like a stupid kind of movement. He is urging the soldiers to stand. They have to attack the enemy back. 

  Then the haze lifted. Bombing on the right 

  Down the old sap: machine-guns on the left; 

  And stumbling figures looming out in front.  30
  It is the haze of the shooting down. 

There are a lot of horrible sounds. The soldiers are stumbling, falling. 

‘O Christ, they’re coming at us!’ Bullets spat, 

As if he is awakened suddenly by the sound of the bombs.
And he remembered his rifle ... rapid fire... 

And started blazing wildly ... then a bang 

Crumpled and spun him sideways, knocked him out 

To grunt and wriggle: none heeded him; he choked  35
And fought the flapping veils of smothering gloom, 

Lost in a blurred confusion of yells and groans... 

Down, and down, and down, he sank and drowned, 

Bleeding to death. The counter-attack had failed.

 

He was suffering and fighting for life, for survival. 

It describes the helplessness and the weakness of man, the inability of man to save himself.  It is a land of chaos. Everything is in a miss. Everybody was taking care of himself to survive. It is a moment of fighting for survival. 
He is using epigrammatic= short line that connotes a lot- like a proverb- it is very concise.

The counter-attack had failed. It is a direct kind of a message to the reader that war is useless. No body wins, every body loses. It is a great loss of lives. War is futile.  

The poet ends the poem in a different way. He begins it with- WE gained- it is very ironical. It ends with fail. There is paradox= gain and fail. 

The poem is a very observant- recording the soldiers in a battle field. Many critics consider this poem not poetic because of the horrible scenes described. The poet is very successful in involving the reader.

The whole collection Counter-Attack was written in a similar method showing the horrors of war. Sassoon had in his mind that people at home do not know anything about war. It is as if he involves them directly through these poems in war. 

These poems received a lot of critical evaluation.

Technically, the poem follows a colloquial style. We have blank- verse- iambic pentameter- irregular stanzas. 

There is a mastery of the sound technique. There are many examples of alliteration, assonance. Sassoon is a master of the sound technique because he uses a lot o alliteration assonance and rhyme. 
Definition of alliteration: a sound technique of musicality. It is the repetition in the same line of the initial consonant sound. 

Assonance is the repetition of the same vowel. 

He uses the gerund stumbling. Bombing –flapping- bleeding ………… 
He uses this technique- with harsh consonant to reflect the battle atmosphere. He wants to give a sense of war within the lines. 
He uses a lot of dense sounds associations. 

We have vivid imagery which are horrible and obscene, grotesque= very realistic about war. 

The tone is very bitter. When we read the poem we feel paralyzed- watching the miseries of those soldiers at that time even though they are distant in time. 
In creating these images, Sassoon is very influenced by the Imagists- concentrating on precise images.   He is using exact words that represent the exact meaning. He represents the images and what they really mean. The readers become involved in these images. 
He is using very strong powerful verbs. They are very powerful in showing the humiliation and the degradation of man kind. They are very expressive. All the verbs are very significant in showing the degradation of man.

The first stanza begins with- we gained, then we have elaboration of how they gained.

In the second stanza, we have the yawning soldier – then he received exhaustion and fear.

In the third stanza, we have the officer to urge the soldier, and then we have details of what they did.

So, each stanza starts with an idea which is elaborated in details. 

The poem is dramatic. We have a lot of narration. 

Many critics do not feel the artistry in Sassoon’s works. His works lacks the artistic touch.  

Other critics find his works very valuable because he is documenting the time, the scenery of the battle field. 

He is providing details, documenting the time that helped in freeing modern poetry from the previous traditional technique. His method helped in developing modern poetry. 

There were two different reactions- some agreed on his works and other disagreed with his works. 

                                     Wilfred Owen      Dulce EtDecorum Est
This is one of the magnificent poems about war. It was one of the most anthologized anti-war poems. It is a bitter anti-romantic war poem. Here we have a slogan= a motto by Horace the great Roman writer . it is one of the sayings that he created Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori = It is sweet and right.\

We have the theme of self sacrifice=- the nobility of war- the devotion to one’s country. 

Here, Owen took this slogan and he reversed it. He used it ironically. This is why we call this poem an anti-romantic war poem. He reversed the assumption. 

We have an actual description of gas attack.  The speaker is a soldier. The speaker is trying to portray for us a real description of a real incident, a real experience that the speaker is going through. He is watching. He is like a mediator of what is done. He is describing a troop= a group of soldiers who were retreating after finishing the battle- they were returning back to their camp. On their way back to the camp, the battle has not completed finished yet. They are exhausted. On their way back to the camp, they were attacked by a gas attack. The poem describes the actual gas attack. They were attacked by a gas shell. Every body was trying to put a helmet. 
There were many soldiers that were wounded, but the speaker is describing one who could see through the glass in his helmet. The speaker is portraying the suffering of the injured soldier. 

The description of the gas attack helps the poet to say that this slogan is an old one. He is reversing the motto. 

EST - the first words of a Latin saying (taken from an ode by Horace). The words were widely understood and often quoted at the start of the First World War. They mean "It is sweet and right." The full saying ends the poem: Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori - it is sweet and right to die for your country. In other words, it is a wonderful and great honour to fight and die for your country  

1st stanza:

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,  
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,  
Till on the haunting flares2 we turned our backs  
And towards our distant rest3 began to trudge.  
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots  
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;  
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots4  
Of tired, outstripped5 Five-Nines6 that dropped behind. 

Dulce Et Decorum Est= a famous Latin tag from Horace 

means= it is sweet to die for one’s country.

B sound is a very strong sound.

We have a description of the soldier’s march in their way to retreat to their camp. Their camp is distant. 

We have a humiliating image of the soldiers. 

The traditional image of a soldier is to be stout, strong, powerful man. Here we are given a completely different humiliating picture of the soldiers. 

Bent double= the soldier is totally exhausted. He is about to fall on the ground. There is a simile.  He compares the strong soldier to an old beggar wearing old, shabby, torn clothes. He is a weak humiliated creature, a very poor person. He gives a humiliated image to the soldier to show the scorn, degradation, humiliation that is applied to the soldier. Soldiers are supposed to be handsome, attractive, of high ranks. Here they are degraded. They are bent down from the high to the low. They are humbled. It is a very humiliated degraded image of the soldiers. They are degraded to the ground rather than lifted to the sky

Sack= bag.

The soldier is like a beggar under sacks= beggars in the street cover themselves with sacks. They don’t have sheets to cover themselves with.

There is degradation from a mighty soldier to an old beggar. They are humiliated to a very low position.

Knocked-knee= they are unable to walk. They are shaking. They are tired, exhausted, and weak. They drag their feet.

They are coughing like hag= an old ugly woman.

They should be healthy, powerful but they are unhealthy. It is a very humiliated image. It is not only physical but also spiritual humiliation

We cursed= the speaker speaks collectively. 

Sludge= a grassy muddy land

 Their feet are stuck to the ground. They are not able to move. They are retreating from a battle.

Flares=the blaze of the flames of the fire. The trees are all lit in fire. As if the flames of the trees are chasing them= haunting them like ghosts which adds more fear to the situation. They are a little bit distant from the battle field. They are going back to their resting camps. Still there is a long distance to reach their camps.

 We feel their weakness, they are exhausted, coughing, bending down, and dragging their feet as they were returning back from the battle.

They march a sleep. They trudge= walk with great labor, exhaustion. They are walking on a muddy grassy land. They are bare-foot, many have lost their boots

Limped on= they don’t walk in a straight way. There is not a single healthy soldier among them. They are lame, handicapped, and all blind. They can’t open their eyes to see their way. They are drunk with fatigue, as if they are drunk. They are drunk with weakness.

They are deaf to the sound of the bullet. The sound of the bullet is compared to the shouting of the owl. The owl is associated with the grave yard.

Five-Nines: a kind of a gun

The soldiers of the other army are cashing them with the bullet

Hoots= the sound of the owl

They are deaf, can’t hear the sound of the owl, which is associated with death.

Outstripped= snappers that hide themselves to hunt their target.

Even their enemy is exhausted. They are just chasing and shooting them. They are outstripped, dropped behind. Their shooting can’t reach them.

All soldiers are either physically or psychological wounded. 

2nd stanza

Gas!7 Gas! Quick, boys! –  An ecstasy of fumbling,  
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;  
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,  
And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime9 . . .  
Dim, through the misty panes10 and thick green light,  
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.  

All of a sudden, they heard someone shouting, warning. Another attack occurs. The enemy attacks them by a gas shell.

They should act quickly. They should put the mask, the gas helmet.

Ecstasy= nervous    clumsy= stupid      fumbling= to handle something in a very nervous way.

They put the helmet just in time. It was like an outrage among the soldiers. They were unable to put on the helmet. A complete change occurred upon them. There was a young tragic man who still trying= yelling to put on his helmet. He was stumbling= in parallelized, helpless. He is contaminated by the gas. He became blind. He was floundering= moving here and there, in a clumsy, awake ward way, like a man in fire. The fire is inside his lungs. He was burning. He drank the lime. He becomes dim. The speaker was wearing his helmet which has windows through which he saw him burning. Every thing around him turned to be dark.

Green sea= polluted, rotten sea- contaminated 
The place where they were in became like a rotten sea in which he drowned. It became dim, dark. 
He struggled for life= a very fascinated image of drowning= a very horrible image

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,  
He plunges at me, guttering,11 choking, drowning. 
They are the climatic lines. They are separated from the body of the second stanza. This is to show that he lost his group, he lost his life. He is separated from his friends and at the same time he is separated from life.

3rd stanza

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace  
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,  
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,  
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;  
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  


Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,  
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud12  
He was watching the man drowning. He got frighten. He can’t forget this scene till the end of his life

Smothering dreams= like a nightmare, dense, cloudy, foggy. There are so many incidents in one time 

Guttering, chocking, drowning.

The speaker is in a very dreadful condition. He saw the man losing his life. He tried to cling to him because he was helpless

Plunge= throw himself towards the other with great force

The drowning man was guttering, melting like a candle. He is losing his power. He was hurt spiritually. He tried to help the injured soldier .this sight was so horrible. 

It is the most horrifying thing that happened to the speaker. 

The soldier tried to act quickly. He tried to help him. He picked him up with the other soldiers. They put him in a truck to carry him to the hospital.

It was like a smothering dream= horrifying dream

It was dim like a nightmare for him. He couldn’t follow the wagon= the truck. They wanted to act in a hurry. They threw in a hurry=flung him in the wagon.

His face, the face of the injured man, was with no color. It was like a face of a hanged man= like a devil’s sick of sin. He is like the devil who committed a great sin. The injured man was bleeding

Jolt=pumping. The blood was pumping from his mouth. His lungs were destroyed by the gas. He was gargling= foaming

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest13  
To children ardent14 for some desperate glory,  
The old Lie; Dulce et Decorum est  
Pro patria mori.

1 Cud= chew the food                      

 Vile= disgusting

Incurable sores on innocent tongue=a very horrifying scene of a young man who is losing his life because of war

This section is the most horrible one. It shows us the unworthiness of the human life, the futility of war, the loss of lives for unworthy cause.  

The poet is addressing the reader and another poet=Jessie Pope, who used to write poems celebrating the greatness of war, encouraging young men to enroll in the army.

He is addressing this poet saying that he will not write with a great zest to children

 The old lie=Dulce et decorum est propartia mori. He considers this an old lie.

He has to stop writing poetry encouraging young men to enroll in war. He used to deceive them. The young men don’t know what they are going to face in war, they were deceived

Commentary: 

It is a poem that exposes the horrors of war. It is a very vicious anti-romantic poem against modern war. It reverses the Roman-romantic assumption about war=that one has to sacrifice his life for his country, a very patriotic conception. It describes the horrible consequences of war upon man’s life. The poem is very direct, very ironical. The poet saw the real picture of war. He is writing a documentary poem about war.

The poet is not reflecting his own personal suffering. He is reflecting the suffering of the group.

This poem is an anti-war poem.

The poem introduces the reader to the realistic life of the soldier not the idealistic one.

We have a vivid direct kind of description. 

The poet has chosen certain technique in the poem. He is ironic. He distrusts any of the traditional value.

The poem is rich with figurative language.   

The poem is written in 3 stanzas

The first stanza is 8 lines

The second stanza is 8 lines. Two lines are separated. They are symbolic. It reveals the separation of the injured soldier from his friends. It is the separation between death and life. These two lines are climatic lines.

The last stanza is 12 lines. He added 4 lines to address his friends. It is a prolonged stanza.

The sound of war is heard in the poem. They are powerful sounds.  He is very clever in using these sounds. The g sound in

Beggars-hags-sludge- trudge- plunges- lungs- tongues

The use of the gerund

Guttering, chocking, drowning.

He uses punctuation, dashes exclamation marks.

We find a lot of harsh consonants. He uses lots of compounds in his poem He combines a lot of words

Five- Nines     blood-shod

He created them to empower the poem itself. There is sudden transition in the second stanza. The gas attacking is horrifying.  We see also the colors of the 

The second stanza is very rich and powerful. Gas is repeated and capitalized to show the horrors of the gas attack.

We have a kind of a dialogue.

He uses something personal, his suffering to express something general, and the suffering of the soldier.

In the first stanza he speaks about the degradation of the soldiers. In the second stanza, he adds to the degradation of the soldiers.

In the last stanza we have description of the fatal end of one of the soldiers. 

In the first stanza, he added 4 lines; they are extended in order to send the message for the reader and the other poet who wrote about the glory of war. This message is very effective.   

The rhyme scheme: ab ab cd cd - 
ab ab cd - 
fe fe

A very fixed rhyme, to suit his topic that war is futile.

 The poem is written in pentameter, iamb, and trochee

The theme of war

The characteristics of modern poetry

If we to compare between the three war poet,

If we to compare between the three poems , each one is a war poem. Each one discusses war in a different way. 

Each poet uses different technique. 

We have a sonnet and lyrical poems.

Sassoon poems are very short and very concise.

Brooke, He uses the sonnet. He blinded between the Shakespearian and the Italian sonnet. 

In Sassoon we have modernity, new technique, three stanzas, the last one is extended. He is applying a modern technique.

He is fond of using Para rhyme= two words rhyming with identical or similar consonant but differing in the vowel. Hole=hill

In which the second is of lower pitch, produces effects that reinforce.

Free war poetry was written at the beginning of World War I. it was idealistic, having the theme of patriotism, self-sacrifice, nobility of the aim and all the idealistic views. 

But after the participation of most of the poets in war, they realized the horrors of war and they started to write in a different way.

They started to doubt the nobility of the aim of the political leaders. All poetry of nobility and self sacrifice turned into poetry of bitterness, satirism, satirizing the conventions of the war, the political system.

They talked about the victims, the enemy, and their own disillusionment with the war. 

The technique that they followed is that of irony, satire, colloquial diction instead of the refined figurative language.

We notice a lot of emotional feelings through those poems. They talked about the suffering of the soldiers in a battle field. 

This poetry represents the disillusionment of the modern generation.

After the war, they turned to write in a different way.

Finished
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