Literature and Politics

Poetry of the First World War --- Seminar 1
Prior to the seminar please read the following:
Thomas Hardy, ‘Channel Firing’ 
Rupert Brooke ‘The Soldier’

Isaac Rosenberg, ‘On Receiving the First News of the War’ 
Edward Thomas, ‘This is no case of petty Right or Wrong’ 

Isaac Rosenberg, ‘Break of Day in the Trenches’ 

Wilfred Owen, ‘Exposure’ 
You may want to think about the following issues:

1. How are ideas of ‘England’ and ‘Englishness’ constructed in these poems?

2. What is God’s role (if any) in the War and in poetry about the War?

3. Are these poems primarily ‘heroic’ or ‘anti-heroic’ in their attitudes to War?
4. What sorts of disagreements or tensions can be identified among the poems here?
5. How do the realities of life in the trenches alter poets’ understandings of War and its ideals?

Philip Larkin
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Those long uneven lines

Standing as patiently

As if they were stretched outside 

The Oval or Villa Park,

The crown of hats, the sun

On moustached archaic faces

Grinning as if it were all

An August Bank Holiday lark;
And the shut shops, the bleached

Established names on the sunblinds,

The farthings and sovereigns,

And dark-clothed children at play

Called after kings and queens,

The tin advertisements

For cocoa and twist, and the pubs

Wide open all day;

And the countryside not caring:

The place-names all hazed over

With flowering grasses, and fields

Shadowing Domesday lines

Under wheat’s restless silence:

The differently-dressed servants

With tiny rooms in huge houses,

The dust behind limousines;

Never such innocence,

Never before or since,

As changed itself to past

Without a word – the men

Leaving the grass tidy,

The thousands of marriages

Lasting a little while longer:

Never such innocence again.

