Siegfried Sassoon
         He was the first poet to speak out the realities of the War. In other words, he was so daring and courageous, as he was described in the battles as mad jab because he was so brave as he goes to battle field without fear. He actually gained many honorable trophies for his bravery but he was injured. After his injury, he was hospitalized and he met Owen in where they both hospitalized there. So, after they have a discussion together, they found that it is their duties to speak out the realities of what is going on in the battle.
 There is a quotation in one of his letters he says that:
“I am a soldier convinced that I am acting on the behalf of soldiers, I believe that this war upon which I entered as a war of defense and liberation has now become a war of aggression and conquest”
- We feel that the poet here is disillusion by the war. He has lost the hope of this war because he felt that this is not really a war of liberating other countries or coming to help other countries for freedom. But unfortunately it is a kind of a greedy war and aggressive kind of war or [by our day’s expression showing the muscles for each one]. So, this war is not a war of liberation and defense but a war of aggression and conquest and proving the powers of this political system over the other rival political system, so it is a war of rivalry. So, he is disillusion and that’s why he decides to speak out and write the realistic poetry. 
       He wrote several poems about the honor of the war, the courage of soldiers, but at the end he starts to speak up. The earlier British people did not experience the horror of the war because the wars and the battle fields were not only in England but it’s more in France, Belgium and Serbia [different places in central Europe]. So, the British people did not experience the horror of the war like to hear bombardment, see bloodshed or see soldiers fighting. They only sent their troops to cross the canal over there. Also, they only read news in the papers about the numbers of casualties, injured persons and dead people and how the British soldiers were brave and how they performed actions of bravery. So the people did not really experience the reality of the realistic image of the war.
        So the poets particularly Sassoon felt that it is his duty to write to explain and show the real image of war and what is going on. And that is why there is lot of colloquial conversational presentations in the parts. So, the frequency that we actually read, they really represent major points that Sassoon tackled. First of all “The General” then ‘They’ and after that ‘The Counter-attack’. So, he has given us three different stages, first that represent the political system or the leaders of the war who actually planed and lead a kind of aggressive attack and unfortunately they are not aware of the results, they are not aware about soldiers or the army. Their main point was to gain victory over the enemy because this is what is going to immortalize their names.
In the poem “They”, we experience the suffering of the soldiers but not in a very exposed way, we talked about some of the soldiers who are injured but it is not very expressive. In “The Counter-attack”, we really experience the horror of scenes that when you read it you feel shocked. So, the choice of these three poems is actually to show the horrible face of the war.
        The General
- “The General” is a better satirical poem because the general greet the soldier;
"Good-morning; good-morning!" the General said 
When we met him last week on our way to the line. 
Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em dead, 
And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine. 
"He’s a cheery old card," grunted Harry to Jack 
As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.
But he did for them both by his plan of attack.
 ** It is very short simple poem which is rich of symbols and meanings.
- "Good-morning; good-morning!" the greeting here from the general to the soldiers is a kind of encourage and greeting, a greeting that is used actually in the morning time which indicates birth, revival and a beginning of a new day which indicates a beginning of a new life. So, this greeting gives a lot of activity but ironically this greeting sent these soldiers to death. So, this greeting becomes an acted force on the lives of the soldiers as it becomes like a cause of their death. There is an exclamation mark because the general said this greeting.
- “When we met him last week on our way to the line”, the element of time here is the movement to the last week. The word “line” is actually the land where it is no man on it because the soldiers go there but they are not sure that they will come back healthy or even come back alive.
-“Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em dead,” look at how Sassoon is really giving brief words, but these words have a lot of connotations and a lot of meanings. Within one week of the general’s smile on the soldiers when they headed to the line, now most of them are dead. He is shocking you through the horrible realization of the loss of the lives.
- “And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine”. Of course the soldiers are grieved, are not happy by that result. The word “cursing” is an out rage, anger, feeling oppressed, and forced to act in unwilling way. So, they are cursing because they are angry. The soldiers are not only cursing the general but also his stuff. The word “swine” is an ugly animal, is a male pig, so the swine here represents the greediness. So, the soldiers are cursing the general and his stuff that planned this attack, they were unaware of the results of the war and they are unworthy because they were not able level the result. So, they were incompetent and not qualified. So, the general was only greedy for victory and this greediness of becoming victorious and immortalize his name in the history of the battle filed, he actually risks the lives of the soldiers by sending them to the front line unaware of the great number of casualties.
- "He’s a cheery old card," grunted Harry to Jack”. Harry and jack are both young soldiers. Most of the soldiers of the First and Second World War were very young. Harry was commenting in his way to Jack that the general was a cheery old card. The meaning of “cheery old card”, when we describes a man by cheery old card that’s mean that he is amusing person, a person who is really funny, but he is not only a funny person. It is actually referring to a person who insist on gaining his objectives in a certain tactual maneuvers, in other words may be he is a cheating person and manipulating people, a person who wants to get what he wants in any way. So, the two inexperienced young soldiers now become experienced soldiers, they felt that the general is a cheery old card which means that he is gambling with their lives, that he is sending them a battle that is horrifying one and he is not sure of victory. The general sent them to the battle of Arras. Arras is a horrible battle that had thousands of casualties.
- “As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.” The usage of the word “slogged” means that the soldiers are walking hardly as they always carrying their guns and tools on their backs. So, the word “slogged” here used in order to show that the unwillingness of the soldiers to go that battle field because they are fear as they know about the horrible ending of this battle.
** Notice that in the first of the stanza, the general did not accompany his soldiers but sent them. So, you see the distance between the leader and the soldiers as he was not going with them to fight as he was only directing and giving orders. So, here we see the separation between the leaders and the soldiers which enhances again the distance similar to the separation between the love and death.
- But he did for them both by his plan of attack. Notice that the first stanza with many lines and then we have spaces and one single line as the separation between the body and the soul in life. ‘But he did for them both’there is a reference to them ‘both’ as we are talking allegorically about Harry and Jack as they represent all the other soldiers. ‘His plan of attack’ this plan unfortunately did not only harm the British soldiers but at the same time there is a number of a huge of casualties on the German sides. So, both here could refer to the British soldiers and also the German soldiers which means that all of the generals and leaders in the war either the British or the German are unfortunately the same; they are regretted for the victory.
** So, the last line here is very symbolic because it really refers to the horror of the war. That this plan it was unsuccessful one, it was unfortunately misleading deceptive and cause casualties on both sides.
 ** This poem is a bitter satirical poem and documentary at the same time. It has a lot of disillusionment and mistrust in the leaders’ judgment and decisions. So, notice the simple style that the poet followed in writing his poem by using colloquial diction, how he is creating the form by having a stanza of six lines and then a separation or the next stanza actually given one symbolic expression to show the separation between life and death, body and soul.
** In the poem, the speaker speaks in a very direct way so that we could feel this spontaneously. He is spontaneous and honest and he shows his honest anger feeling of the horrible war. So, he is really documenting incidents and historical data. So, Sassoon’s poems are documentary because it documents a certain incidents.
** The significance information about Sassoon that in 1916 his poems were very realistic about the trench life. In 1917, he started to write poems protesting to the superiors and this is what happened actually after he was injured, he was taken away from the battle field and he is not allowed to come back to the war because he was showing a kind of revolutionary stand among the soldiers. So, it was better to eliminate him from the battle field. Later on in his life, he retired and he wrote poems that are different from his concepts and poems that he wrote before. But his poems have a kind of objection and it is realistic poems that really show truthful images about the horrible battle fields and the horrible trenchers and the life of soldiers.
       
They
The Bishop tells us: 'When the boys come back
                        'They will not be the same; for they'll have fought
'In a just cause: they lead the last attack
'On Anti-Christ; their comrades' blood has bought
                                     'New right to breed an honourable race,               
'They have challenged Death and dared him face to face.'
'We're none of us the same!' the boys reply.
'For George lost both his legs; and Bill's stone blind;
'Poor Jim's shot through the lungs and like to die;
'And Bert's gone syphilitic: you'll not find
'A chap who's served that hasn't found some change.
‘And the Bishop said: 'The ways of God are strange!'
           - When we read this poem we feel that there is a kind of conflict between the bishop and the soldiers. The bishop represents the religious side or the present of the British nation. So, it is the symbol of peace, order and the church. The soldiers represent the victims of this war. So, this poem is like an outcry. It is a very affective one actually and very spontaneous honest rage. First of all, we have the bishop, the religious man who calls to the soldiers to perform a prayer, give an advice, provide them a kind of religious feeling, stimulate their faith and give them moral support.
 - “The Bishop tells us: 'When the boys come back”, the bishop was talking to the boys and telling them when they come back 'They will not be the same; as when they go to the battle field and fight there and come back after the fight, they will become mature and experienced. They will gain maturity, wisdom, experience and they will become men. This is the sequence of the war. ; For they'll have fought……….'In a just cause. They are like the crusades because they will go and fight like the crusades fighting the antichrist. They did not fight as an aggressive army, they are not invading other lands, and they are not colonizing other lands. They travelled and left their home just in a cause they go to defend other people. They are fighting against the oppressor who is the German (the enemy).
- “they lead the last attack…………..'On Anti-Christ; it is the last attack on the antichrist. German here is described as the antichrist, so this the idea that is like the crusades to defend religion.
- “; their comrades' blood has bought………….”'New right to breed an honourable race,” So, those British soldiers who shed their blood and dry in the war they did a sacrifice for a noble cause. So, those soldiers who fought against the oppression and enemy have brought a new honorable race.
-'They have challenged Death and dared him face to face”, So, those young soldiers challenged the death, so they are so courageous, honorable and brave young men. So, look to the idealistic point of view of the bishop who thinks that the soldier who fight, will not be the same because they will gain experience, wisdom and gain a great awareness of life as they fought the antichrist.
 [image: *]   Is this the same point of view of the soldiers or not?  Of course not.
-“'We're none of us the same!' the boys reply”. The soldiers confirm and assert that they are not the same but in a different way. It is ironical and satirical way as they are not the same.
- 'For George lost both his legs; and Bill's stone blind” George has become handicapped and disabled and Bill lost his sight. So, they physically and psychosocially injured.
-’ Poor Jim's shot through the lungs and like to die”;  the expression “poor Jim” is significant as he is living in death because Jim is not dead but he is suffering. He is living in death, he is alive but in the same time he is dead because he is injured, he wishes that he is dead.
- 'And Bert's gone syphilitic: you'll not find” Bert get another diseases.
- 'A chap who's served that hasn't found some change”. Look at the italicized word “some” which means that there is not a single soldier who returning from the war and he is completely the same. So, notice the transformation; the change is not for best as the bishop described but it is a changed for a worth in life.
- ‘And the Bishop said: 'The ways of God are strange. The bishop shocked by the honest of these boys. The bishop cannot answer; it is ambiguous answer as he is shocked by the awareness of the soldiers. So, the soldiers gain experience, wisdom and awareness of the horror of the war but not as the same bishop thought of.
 ** So, here we notice the contradicting points of view of the bishop and the soldiers. So, this poem again is another spontaneous poem that represented a kind of rage and anger from the poet who really gives the realistic truth about the war. So, we feel again the documentary method that most of soldiers when they come back from the battle field, they are injured.
** The technique is very simple.
** The poem consists of two stanzas of six lines. The poem has a kind of meticulous rhyme scheme which is {ab, ab, cc}. May be he is following this method because the poet here is trying to show the consequences of war. War is not something that only gains victory but besides the victory you will find casualties and death of the soldiers.
** So, Sassoon here presented another rage of his affective method in order to enlighten the people about the war. This poem is written in 1916 in which he was speaking about the soldiers’ sufferings.
                            The Counter-attack
 
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,
With bombers posted, Lewis guns well placed,
And clink of shovels deepening the shallow trench.
The place was rotten with dead; green clumsy legs
High-booted, sprawled and grovelled along the saps
And trunks, face downward, in the sucking mud,
Wallowed like trodden sand-bags loosely filled;
And naked sodden buttocks, mats of hair,
Bulged, clotted heads slept in the plastering slime.
And then the rain began,- the jolly old rain!
A yawning soldier knelt against the bank,
Staring across the morning blear with fog;
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
Spouting dark earth and wire with gusts from hell,
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.
An officer came blundering down the trench:
'Stand-to and man the fire-step'! 'On he went...
Gasping and bawling, 'Fire- step...counter-attack!
Then the haze lifted. Bombing on the right
Down the old sap: machine- guns on the left;
And stumbling figures looming out in front.
'O Christ, they're coming at us!' Bullets spat,
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
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
            
- When we begin to read the poem, we feel a very harsh strong consonant sounds, and the repeating of the gerund (ing). We feel a sense of confusion because we are in a battle field. We have a speaker who speaks in the name of all soldiers. He is an observant; he is trying to observe what surround him and tries to tell us exactly what will go on. Another soldier, the yawing soldier who was unfortunately later on he suffered and died. Then we have an officer who forces the soldiers to start their attack. So, here we have a kind of realistic presentation of moving fiction, you could see a real horrible film actually, and a horrible scene of what is going on.
 
First 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.
- The speaker here is the soldier who speaks about victory. They are victorious which means that they gained the position of the enemy. They have different objectives to gain; the first is to gain the trench. Trenchers are very significance, because they protect the soldiers so they could approach the enemy. So, they gain their first objective which means that this trench is belonged to the enemy and they gain it. The time here is the ‘dawn’ which starts with a face like a face with blinking eyes, usually the dawn time associated with revival and birth, with a beginning of life, the death of night and the birth of day. But the kind of dawn here is pallid which means it is weak.
- “unshaved and thirsty” the faces of the soldiers are unshaved and thirsty. So, the beginning of the day is similar to the faces of the soldiers that are pallid, unshaved and thirsty.
- “Blind with smoke”, the dawn here is not a clear dawn that is started by the rise of the sun because there is smoke comes out from the gun powder.
- “Things seemed all right at first”.The atmosphere here is all right for the soldiers because they gained their first objective which is the gain of the trench.
- “We held their line..…With bombers posted, Lewis guns well placed”. The first of all they posted the bombers (usually in the war they used the bombs so that they killed the closer enemies and can go ahead). “Lewis guns” is a kind of light air cool machine gun; it is a kind of a gun machine. So they gain by using bombers and Lewis guns.
- “And clink of shovels deepening the shallow trench”. They advanced to the trench and they are digging more to protect themselves in the trench. “Clink” here means the light of the sharp sun. So, this trench is shallow which means that is not completely protecting them, so they started to dig deeps to have a hidden trench.
- “The place was rotten with dead;” so this means that the trench is not empty, it was filled by the rotten dead bodies of the enemies. So, this is not a pleasant place to stay in.
- “green clumsy legs”…”High-booted, sprawled and grovelled along the saps”…..”And trunks face downward, in the sucking mud”. This is horrible details, we have dead people with green legs, we have boots, and a narrow partition of the trench, the saps here is very deep narrow trench. They trying to did new trenches to go through them because they cannot expose to the enemy because if they exposed they will be shouted directly. So, they dig deeps the ground shallow narrow of saps so that they can proceed forward. It is a muddy land; it is very difficult to walk in this mud land. So, the soldier is carrying his bag with boots moving ahead with all of this heavy load in a muddy land. So, it is very exhausting to the soldiers.
- “Wallowed like trodden sand-bags loosely filled;” so the soldiers actually are carrying their tools, trying to dig their way, so it was horrible, so they were similar to sand bags loosely filled.
- “And naked sodden buttocks, mats of hair”. He describes the dead bodies that are exposed in the trenches.
- “Bulged, clotted heads slept in the plastering slime”. It is very accurate details about the location of the trenches with all the rotten dead bodies.
- “And then the rain began,- the jolly old rain”. The speaker here used the word “jolly” which means happy and cheerful. He describes the rain as “jolly”, it is actually ironical to enhance the horrible situation that they are in. So, after all this disasters the rain began, think that the soldiers are experienced, they receive more which is the rain. The rain here is not welcomed as it is usually welcomed because it is a sort of life, rebirth and cleansing the soul and the body of the people but here it makes the situation worth because the land becomes more muddy and sticky. So, the soldiers will not be able to perform battle.
 [image: *]   The poet here uses the method of visualization so that the reader can visualize the images as a picture.
[image: *]   In the first stanza the speaker starts by hinting at the first objective that they gained by giving us more details of what they did do. We see the contradiction of irony. He started by saying we gain but what kind of gain?! It is actually a trench that it is filled by dead bodies and horrible scene, so it is an ironically satirically gain.
 
Second stanza:
- “Yawning soldier knelt against the bank”. Now the speaker or the observer he describes another soldier, this soldier is yawing soldier.
- “Staring across the morning blear with fog;” so that soldier showed himself out of the trench landing on the bank of the trench. The morning here is very blear and dim that means it is not a clear morning but it is fogy with the smoke of the gun machines.
- “He wondered when the Allemands would get busy;” so this soldier who was busy, he stretches his body out of the trench and his body is exposed  and he was watching the scenery and wondering when the Germans are going to be busy and when they will start to fight again.
- “And then, of course, they started with five-nines”. Directly they started by five nines which is a kind of rifles used by snipers (قناصه).
- “Traversing, sure as fate, and never a dud”. The five- nines were passing over, “as fate” here there is a simile between the five nines and the fate. This five nines is not filled, a dud means a shell that is filled to explode after being fired.
- “Mute in the clamour of shells he watched them burst”, so this soldier watched these shells burst.
- “Spouting dark earth and wire with gusts from hell”- So, this soldier was yawning; it is a state of sleep. He wants to sleep but he is awakening with the shocking shells which turn the whole great atmosphere into darkness by turning the earth upside down. It is a great transformation.
- “While posturing giants dissolved in drifts of smoke” – So, this young soldier actually got caught in this horrible atmosphere.
- “He crouched and flinched, dizzy with galloping fear” - He was horribly frightened from these shells, he seeks to escape and wins his life.
- “Sick for escape,- loathing the strangled horror…. And butchered, frantic gestures of the dead”- so he was really horrified by what he received after his yawning and relaxing mood, he was shocking by the blasting of these shells. So, he is jumped and retreated back walking on the dead bodies running away from the horror he has seen.
    
[image: *]   In the second stanza, there is a detail description of the reaction of a soldier who was watching the outer scarps of the trench.
 Third stanza:  
- “An officer came blundering down the trench…..'Stand-to and man the fire-step!. Here we have a superior officer who moving stupidity because he cannot walk properly as the trenches are filled with soldiers who are dead or sick or injured. He is urging the soldier to fire down.
- “'On he went...Gasping and bawling, 'Fire- step...counter-attack”- He is shouting. Here we have a kind of alarms. Alarm for the soldiers who might be yawning like the other soldiers, or who might be asleep that they should get up and start a counter attack.
- “Then the haze lifted. Bombing on the right….Down the old sap: machine- guns on the left;…..And stumbling figures looming out in front”- The horrible atmosphere started from both side right and left. The soldiers here were interrupting in the trench by the fire from everywhere. Stumbling means you can not walk properly as the soldiers walking and falling because they were facing the horror from both sides.
- 'O Christ, they're coming at us!”. The yawning soldier says oh the Christ comes to us.
- “Bullets spat…And he remembered his rifle...rapid fire...And started blazing wildly...then a bang….Crumpled and spun him sideways,”- So the young soldier who jumped through the trench while he was terrified because he did not carry his rifle, he remembered and went to carry his rifle to start using it. So, he started to shoot. Then there is a bang which means the sound of the bomb. So, he caught a bomb that fell near him that actually pushed him and crumpled him sideways.
- “Knocked him…out to grunt and wriggle:” Grunt is a deep sound of pain and wriggle means that he is moving and shaking.
- “None heeded him” no one gives attention to him because every body wants to protect himself.” he choked….. And fought the flapping veils of smothering gloom”. He is trying to get in control himself. “Lost in a blurred confusion of yells and groans...” - Everybody was yelling and running and shoot against the enemy so everybody was groaning. So, they were all injured.
- “Down, and down, and down, he sank and drowned”. It is very effective and horrible line.
- “Bleeding to death. The counter-attack had failed” the counter-attack had failed, so their attack was useless.
[image: *]   Notice here that Sassoon is trying to show us a very realistic picture of what is going on in the trenches.
[image: *]   Look at the technicalities that he used like the colloquial style.
[image: *]   Sounds techniques are very prevailing in this poem like the alliteration, consonance and assonance.
[image: *]   Tone is overwhelmingly dark and full of misery. You feel paralyzed and shocked by the horrible atmosphere of the soldiers’ life.
[image: *]   Notice in the first stanza and the last stanza how he is trying to create a kind of contradiction. In the first line he says “we gained” and in the last line he says “failed”, the contradiction between the two words shows misery. He used continuous gerunds, the sounds with ‘ing’ which enhance the sound of the war, the sounds of the bombs, pullets and the sounds of shocking yells of the speaker and other soldiers. He used a lot of words that really reflect humiliation and degradation of the soldiers in the description of the speaker “wriggle” the soldier is shaking like a leaf shaking by the wind, this is very humiliating picture., “crumpled” he is become as a wrinkled paper. Many words reflect the humiliation and the degradation of man.
 Notice how in every stanza, he started with an idea as in the first stanza; it starts with idea of gaining of the trench and elaborates many details that is filled with dead bodies and horrible scenes. In the second stanza, he started by the idea of the soldier yawning look at the trench but later on he is shocking by the bombs sounds. In the third stanza, the officer urging the soldiers to fight and then the horrible details about the injured soldier who receives the bomb. This method of starting with an idea and then elaborating the details really makes it more powerful to attract the readers’ attention and at the same time Sassoon is trying to send his message that war is horrible and useless. Actually in these precise imageries we could feel the influence of the imageries upon Sassoon because he tried to use exact words and language of common speech or colloquial language. It is a documentary poem that documented the state of the trenches that encountered by the soldiers in the battle field. 
image1.gif




