First World War Poetry: Themes and Responses
‘The face of war is one of protean changes. In order to catch those countenances, a man has to be acute to a rare degree.’

Edmund Blunden, ‘The Soldier Poets of 1914-1918,’ Dominic Hibberd, ed., Poetry of the First World War: A Selection of Critical Essays (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1981), p. 72.

England/Britain and ‘Englishness’ –National war/ Imperial War
‘[T]he poetry of war is concerned with personal experience of a particularly dramatic and harrowing kind, but the peculiarity of war poetry is that it represents a negotiation between that personal experience and the public role of the war poet. As the case of Rupert Brooke demonstrates, war poetry is political as well as experiential. Whether it is pro- or anti-war, it inevitably engages with public issues of nationalism, patriotism, class and history. The public role of the war poet is also implicated in strategies of state propaganda and commercial marketing.’ 

Simon Featherstone, War Poetry: An Introductory Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 18.

‘The crisis of the First World War demanded new ways of defining and communicating national identity and purpose. […] Militarist nationalism depended upon the soldier being perceived as a representative of national values. […] Strident nationalism was offset by a more introspective vision of a timeless English landscape. […] The myth of English ruralism had the advantages of drawing upon purely national resources and being able at once to project and heal the crisis of national identity.’


Simon Featherstone, War Poetry: An Introductory Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 25, 26, 29-30. (see Romantic poets both as thematic and formal models) 
2 discourses of ‘Englishness’: 

· militarist/imperialist assertiveness (soldier embodies national values)

· ruralist nationalism (landscape embodies national values)

Rupert Brooke, ‘1914: The Soldier’ 

John McRae ‘In Flanders Fileds’ 

Patriotism and Irony
‘What can so nobly uplift the hearts of a people facing war with its unspeakable agony as music and poetry? The sound of martial music steels men’s hearts before battle. The sound of martial words inspires human souls to do and to endure. God, His poetry, and His music are the Holy Trinity of war.’


Anonymous, from ‘Introduction’ to Songs and Sonnets for England in War Time (1914), Dominic Hibberd, ed., Poetry of the First World War: A Selection of Critical Essays (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1981), p. 31.

‘While older men such as Rudyard Kipling and Henry Newbolt composed patriotic hymns in traditional meters, and A.E. Housman’s poems about doomed lads enjoyed renewed popularity, a younger group of poets recorded their reactions to the war with bitter irony and rejected the poetic diction of their elders. The younger war poets brought rats and corpses into English poetry. […] Poets who were themselves combatants tended to be sceptical of the consoling function of poetry. […] Although the poems of Owen and Sassoon retain rhyme, iambic meters, and straightforward grammar and syntax, they focus their gaze on ugliness, a topic crucial to modern literature ever since Charles Baudelaire and Gustave Flaubert. […] Owen and Sassoon together sought to create a poetry that would tell the truth about the ugliness of the war.’ 

Pericles Lewis, The Cambridge Companion to Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 110-11.

Julian Grenfell ‘Into Battle’

Edward Thomas, ‘This is no case of petty Right or Wrong’ 

Poetry and Realism

‘The realistic movement has had its full chance, and it has given us in poetry the most lurid panorama of war that any art has ever achieved. Cheap patriotism and Jingo-verse may henceforth be possible to the music-hall singer; they will no longer be tolerable in the poet.’


Arthur Waugh, from ‘Rupert Brooke and the Influence of War on Poetry,’ Dominic Hibberd, ed., Poetry of the First World War: A Selection of Critical Essays (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1981), p. 37.

‘‘The true poets must be truthful’ wrote [Wilfred] Owen, and all too often war poems are read not as poetry, but as being realistic, accurate reportage – ‘the truth untold’ as it were.’


George Walter, ‘Introduction,’ The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2006), p. xxxv.

‘It is the hour of the writer who picks up popular views or phrases, or coins them, and has the power to turn them into downright stanzas. Most newspapers have one or more of these gentlemen. […] The demand is for the crude, for what everybody is saying or thinking, or is ready to begin saying or thinking. I need hardly say that by becoming ripe for poetry the poet’s thoughts may recede far from their original resemblance to all the world’s, and may seem to have little to do with daily events. They may retain hardly any colour from 1798 or 1914, and the crowd, deploring it, will naturally not read the poems.’


Edward Thomas, ‘On Poets and Poetry in War Time,’ Dominic Hibberd, ed., Poetry of the First World War: A Selection of Critical Essays (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1981), p. 28, 26.

Isaac Rosenberg, ‘Dead Man’s Dump’ 

Wilfred Owen, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ 
Seigfried Sassoon ‘Counter Attack’
Edward Thomas ‘As the Team’s Head-Brass’
Loss and Remembrance

‘Among the most prominent sources of the flowering of public remembrance in the twentieth century has been the desire to recapture the profile and the keep alive the name of those who, because of war, are no longer there. Remembrance is an act of symbolic exchange between those who remain and those who suffered or died. They went through much; they lost or gave much; we give the little we can – starting with recognition and acknowledgement and then moving on, at times, to material expressions of both.’

Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2006), p. 279.

‘Language shows clearly that memory is not an instrument for exploring the past but its theatre. It is the medium of past experience, as the ground is the medium in which dead cities lie interred.’


Walter Benjamin, ‘A Berlin Chronicle,’ Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, ed., Peter Demetz, trans., Edmund Jephcott (New York: Schocken Books, 2007), p. 25-6.

Charles Hamilton Sorley, ‘When you see millions of the mouthless dead’ 

Robert Graves ‘Recalling War’
War and Peace

‘To the T.L.S. [Times Literary Supplement] and its circle of readers, peace and war may be sharply distinguished, but to the majority of the inhabitants, war only accentuates miseries which are part and parcel of their daily lives. […] War is the result of the same human will that condemns the people to low and precarious standards of life whether engaged with an external foe or not. Lack of this understanding prevented [Siegfried] Sassoon from developing in peace-time a poetry of indignant pity and keen satire such as he wrote out of his war experience.’


Edgell Rickword, from ‘Poetry and Two Wars,’ Simon Featherstone, War Poetry: An Introductory Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 248.

‘But war is only ‘peace intensified’.’ 


George Orwell, ‘Inside the Whale,’ Essays (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000), p. 131.

‘The very term ‘war poetry’ risks the isolation of the work within the artificial enclosure of the war years, and suggests a kind of writing relevant only to the extraordinary circumstances of the war. Such a definition, as [Edgell] Rickword suggests, can only ‘sterilise [its] potentially inflammatory content’ so that war writing will only be accepted within established culture when that culture is able effectively to combat it.’

Simon Featherstone, War Poetry: An Introductory Reader (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 53.

Seigfried Sassoon: Repression of War Experience 

	NOW light the candles; one; two; there’s a moth;
	 

	What silly beggars they are to blunder in
	 

	And scorch their wings with glory, liquid flame—
	 

	No, no, not that,—it’s bad to think of war,
	 

	When thoughts you’ve gagged all day come back to scare you;
	         5

	And it’s been proved that soldiers don’t go mad
	 

	Unless they lose control of ugly thoughts
	 

	That drive them out to jabber among the trees.
	 

	  
	

	Now light your pipe; look, what a steady hand.
	 

	Draw a deep breath; stop thinking; count fifteen,
	  10

	And you’re as right as rain...
                                Why won’t it rain?...
	 

	I wish there’d be a thunder-storm to-night,
	 

	With bucketsful of water to sluice the dark,
	 

	And make the roses hang their dripping heads.
	 

	Books; what a jolly company they are,
	  15

	Standing so quiet and patient on their shelves,
	 

	Dressed in dim brown, and black, and white, and green,
	 

	And every kind of colour. Which will you read?
	 

	Come on; O do read something; they’re so wise.
	 

	I tell you all the wisdom of the world
	  20

	Is waiting for you on those shelves; and yet
	 

	You sit and gnaw your nails, and let your pipe out,
	 

	And listen to the silence: on the ceiling
	 

	There’s one big, dizzy moth that bumps and flutters;
	 

	And in the breathless air outside the house
	  25

	The garden waits for something that delays.
	 

	There must be crowds of ghosts among the trees,—
	 

	Not people killed in battle,—they’re in France,—
	 

	But horrible shapes in shrouds—old men who died
	 

	Slow, natural deaths,—old men with ugly souls,
	  30

	Who wore their bodies out with nasty sins.

    .    .    .    .
	 

	You’re quiet and peaceful, summering safe at home;
	 

	You’d never think there was a bloody war on!...
	 

	O yes, you would ... why, you can hear the guns.
	 

	Hark! Thud, thud, thud,—quite soft ... they never cease—
	  35

	Those whispering guns—O Christ, I want to go out
	 

	And screech at them to stop—I’m going crazy;
	 

	I’m going stark, staring mad because of the guns.
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