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Introduction

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.!

Wilfred’s Owen poetry is a very deep and complex subject, profoundly permeated by the
experience of the First World War, which gave him the epithet of “war poet”. Perhaps,
he is the best known of the poets who wrote during the period of the Great War, being
nowadays a symbol of English poetry of the early 20" century. Remembered as a great
soldier for his war gestures and his death in the war, he left a great number of poems,
which were the efforts of a lifetime spent between England and France. Owen’s image of
the figure of the poet started to take shape while he was a schoolchild, and then as a
soldier. His personal experience is very much connected to his poetry; it is not possible
to study one aspect without the knowledge of the other. However, to make a proper
analysis of Owen’s poetry it is necessary to study all of the influences that conditioned
his literary and poetic path. First of all John Keats, his first love and approach to literature,
remains a core source for Owen’s poetry, both for style and content. Together with Keats
there is Shelley, there is a strong tradition of the Nineties, which Owen utilizes and
absorbs to create his own style. Although, the most important influence was the one of
Siegfried Sassoon, soldier and poet, whom Owen met during his permanence at
Craiglockart hospital in 1917. Thanks to the meeting with Sassoon, Owen had the
possibility to mature as a man and as a poet, developing his personal voice and becoming
the great “war poet” we know nowadays. Sassoon’s friendship provided a guide for a new
way of writing, a new way to conceive things and a new way to Owen’s awareness of the
war and its meaning. Many of his poems, '‘Anthem for Doomed Youth' as the first, became
what they are today because of the supervision of Sassoon, which guide Owen to create
the magnificent sonnet we read. Sassoon’s help sets Owen in the right direction, “Meeting
Sassoon did not transform Owen’s poetry, for he had already embarked on his mature

poetic manner- [...] In Sassoon he found the intellectual stimulus that he had so far

! Cecil Day Lewis, The Collected Poems of Wilfred Owen, memoir by Edmund Blunden, London: Chatto
and Windus, 1963, p. 55



lacked.” 2 Owen was already a poet, but with Sassoon, he explored a new way of
expressing himself and of describing the war. The novelty lies not only in the poetic style,
though it is a fundamental aspect, but also in the way in which Owen sees the war. The
Great War was a new war; nobody knew its power of destruction, its length, and its impact
on society. Owen ensured that the war could no longer be seen as the same. Through the
analysis of the poems written by Owen it is possible to grasp why Sassoon played such
an important role in his life. An understanding of how the style has changed and improved

is necessary in order to portray Owen the poet in his entirety.

In the first part, I will be dealing with Owen’s early life, through a brief biography
concerning his life as a child, the relationship with his family and the first experience
concerning poetry. Together with the recounting of the most important aspects of his life
it would be necessary to analyse Owen’s first poems, which are deeply related to the
experience of the Romantics. The second chapter will focus on the particular experience
of the war, the breaking out of the First World War and the response of the poet. The year
1914 marked the beginning of a new world, for Owen too, and characterised the passage
to his more mature and conscious life. Through the study of his first war poems | would
like to underline the change that this terrible catastrophe brought to his poetry, having
1917 as focus year. It would be at the end of 1917, with the meeting with Sassoon, that
the parable towards becoming a poet would come to a conclusion. The core of the analysis
would be the relationship, both spiritual and material, between Wilfred Owen and
Siegfried Sassoon. Owen’s poetic evolution had reached its peak, with poems such as
‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ and ‘Strange Meeting’. In the third
chapter, I will analyse and focus on Siegfried Sassoon, studying his first collection of war
poems, which was Owen’s direct example and guideline. After a brief comment on the
real meeting, in the fourth chapter there will be the specific study of Owen’s best-known
poems, trying to draw the attention on how his style changed. I will analyse three
important Craiglockhart poems, 'Anthem for Domed Youth', 'Disabled" and 'Dulce et
Decorum Est', which open the way to the "new war poetry”. Owen’s way of working, his
poetical skills and his view of the war emerge from the style of these first great poems. It
will be chapter 5 to deal with a specific theoretical analysis of his innovative technique

2 Bernard Bergonzi, Heroes’ Twilight a Study of the Literature of the Great War, New York: Coward-
McCann, Inc., 1966, p.127



of the approximate rhymes. Then, focusing on ‘Exposure’, but mostly on ‘Strange
Meeting’, I will show how Owen uses his new skills in order to create his own language.
The conclusion of the analysis will attempt to give an end to Owen’s poetical parable. It
will be clear how deeply he changed and how mature his poetry became. ‘Strange
Meeting’ is the perfect conclusion; it balances the innovative style with approximate
rhymes, the dichotomy between tradition and novelty and the war as a dramatic

experience.



1) Keats: the first teacher

1.1)  Shrewsbury and poetry

Wilfred Owen was born at Plas Wilmot, in the small town of Oswenstry in Shropshire,
on 18 March 1893. He was the first son of Tom and Susan Owen, even though the death
of his grandfather forced the family to move from Oswenstry to Birkenhead in 1898.
Susan was pregnant and Tom needed to find another occupation, while Wilfred was
learning to write at his mother’s knee. He wrote his first letter addressed to his mother, a

small card surrounded by a border of kisses:

my dear mother

I no that you have got there safely. We are making huts. | have got a lantern,

and we are lighting them up to-night.

With love from Wilfred | remain your loving son Wilfred®

While the Owens were finding difficulty to cope with life and its harshness, Wilfred grew
up creating a strong bond with his mother. In June 1989, Wilfred was sent to the
Preparatory School of the Birkenhead Institute in Birkenhead, moving up to the Junior
School in 1901. Susan had great projects for her first-born son, Wilfred’s school was a
fee-paying private school, and she wanted the best for him and his education. Tom and
Susan gave birth to other three children, Mary in 1895, Harold in 1897 and Colin born in
1900.* Owen’s family did not belong to the nobility, they were a respectable middle-class
family, living a modest life without the means for a high quality education. Tom Owen
worked for the Joint Railway, which gave him the opportunity to have occasional free rail
travel for him and his family. After Tom was promoted to Assistant Superintendent in

1906, the Owen’s family had to move to Shrewsbury.

3 Jon Stallworthy, Wilfred Owen, Oxford New York: Oxford University Press, 1988, p.14
4 John Purkis, A preface to Wilfred Owen, London and New York: Longman, 1999, p.11



Shrewsbury was a turning point for Wilfred, who in 1917 remembered that 10 years
earlier something important happened. They arrived in 1907, perhaps the year started with
a row between father and son, because the children were not warned about the impending
move.® Wilfred would not find again tranquillity like the one experienced in Birkenhead.
He had to change school and entered the Shrewsbury Borough Technical School in the
spring term of 1907. From the beginning he did well, especially in French, and soon
enough his interest for poetry and drama gave him the attention of his English teacher,

Miss Wright, who helped and encouraged him to write and express himself. ©

In school, poetry was mostly Romantic poetry, the theory was the one written by
Wordsworth: for language and emotions the examples were Tennyson and of course
Keats. Wilfred worked hard during his permanence at school, he wrote essays on the
standard authors and studied hard.” He was a sharp student of literature, very bookish and
interested in nineteenth century literature. He read a list of masterpieces of English
literature, starting in May 1907 with The Faerie Queen, Book I, and Macaulay’s
‘Horatius’. He then read Keats’s ‘Ode’ that he quoted in an essay entitled ‘Autumn’ and
then he passed on to Shakespeare (Macbeth, Richard 11, Twelfth Night, Cymbelin, Much
Ado about Nothing, Othello, King Lear, The Taming of the Shrew, Henry IV and Henry
V). He was only fourteen when he started to get to know the great poets of the past,
though the interest for the Romantics was already strong. The year 1907 was, also, the
year in which he tried to draft a blank-verse poem on the inside cover of his A
Midsummer-Night’s Dream. 1t was, probably, his first attempt to try to understand what
it means to be a poet, although it was just an attempt and it would be necessary to wait
until 1911 to read his complete first poem. As a poem in itself, it does not reveal a lot, it
IS not a great masterpiece, nor the revelation of a genius. However, it is useful to start the
understanding of his mind process and way of approaching texts.

°> Dominic Hibberd, Wilfred Owen, London: Phoenix, 2002, p.43
¢ Jon Stallworthy, Op. Cit, p.40

" Dominic Hibberd, Op. Cit, p. 1

8 Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit, p.40



Wh Within those days

About

When glossy celandine forgets to flower,

And bugle blooms where hyacinth hath been
Sweet moods and mystry dawn

And those things which least

Men need a poet’s tongue to tell them of,

I made a wayward journey, through new paths.

Alene-went-as-in-my-mournful fate

I went te in quest of healing for a body tired
Parthy-to
And-rew enthusiasm for a soul
Feo
love
Fe Grown faint in praise of beauty and of truth
more
as
And furthermerethalf | half-forknew,
Some for
Some vision waited me, even te me
As unte those old dreamers on May Morn
When

n England’s muse was young.®

It is just a draft, with lots of corrections and it is unfinished, but it is exemplary in order
to understand the beginning of his way of thinking and working. Perhaps it does not have
a great meaning, as a young boy he was just trying to copy what he was reading, but it
reveals the germ of his first poetic inspiration. The poem does not have a title or a specific

subject; it may seem that Owen is experimenting in order to find a uniform style.

9 Ibid, p.41



Life in Shrewsbury continued for the Owen family, Tom liked to take Wilfred and Harold
out for the day for a good time in the countryside. As Wilfred grew more and more keen
on studying and reading, Harold, the second child, started to turn to his younger brother
Colin. The whole family attended the church of the Holy Trinity in Uffington regularly.
Susan was a fervent Christian, she liked her son to believe as she did, even though Wilfred
would follow a different path. As a curious young boy he was also interested in more
scientific subjects — Botany, Geology and Astronomy. He explored the local
archaeological site in the nearby area. As he continued his education he became more and
more attracted to the Romantics, especially Keats and Wordsworth. Although, it is not
clear when he started to write, perhaps in 1911 when he began to read Colvin’s biography
of Keats and while on holiday at Teinmouth visiting sites and the house of the poet.'©
Having completed his school education, in 1911 he started working as a pupil-teacher?
at Wyle-Cop School in Shrewsbury in order to prepare himself for the London
Matriculation examination. Passing this first step would mean a possibility for Wilfred to
enter university, even though the main obstacle for Owen’s family was money. The
financial problems of the family forced Wilfred to take up an offer of parish work with
the vicar of Dunsden, near Reading, and in return, he would be coached for university
admission. Wilfred’s education so far was perceived as a failure from the boy himself,
mostly for the result of the examination test. He suffered from the great expectations his
parents had put upon him, they wanted to see him fulfilled in a higher sphere than theirs.
However, Wilfred had no role model, nor guidance, his parents did not totally understand

his capabilities and this lead to the temporal lack of self-confidence.

10 John Purkis, A preface to Wilfred Owen, London and New York: Longman, 1999, p.12

11 «pypil-teachers were required to pursue a two-year probationer course, followed by another two years of
combined teaching and study, and Wilfred actually joined the system for his entire school career in
Shrewsbury, thirteen-and-a-half terms altogether. The Technical doubled as the local Pupil-Teacher Centre
(PTC), and a minute of the town’s higher education sub-committee on 19 March 1907, the day after
Wilfred’s fourteen birthday, confirms his admission to the PTC’s probationer course, subject to his passing
an entrance exam.” Dominic Hibberd, Wilfred Owen, London: Phoenix, 2002, p.45



1.2)  The religious crisis

On 11 October 1911, Owen took up his place as lay-assistant to the Reverend Herbert
Wigan. He entered a new world with rules, duties, obligations, fixed values and routines
that were new to him. Wilfred was, now, a young boy of eighteen, he had equipped
himself with the necessary clothes and was ready to live outside his own house, although,
he was nervous and afraid about not behaving correctly in the vicarage. The new world
in which he entered was full of rules, commitments and had its own responsibilities. There
was time to study and to write, the place was aloof but the general atmosphere was
pleasant enough for the boy. On the other hand, Wilfred had to conduct parish work,

which involved contact with the inhabitants of the poor villages.

Wilfred’s first impression was positive, mostly concerned with the bedroom and the place
itself, writing to his mother that there seemed to be strange forces to keep the room in
order, to clean and to prepare hot water and pajamas on a fixed place of the bedroom
every night. Moreover, his first impression of the vicar was much more favourable,
probably because he talked about literary people and he was a six times removed cousin
of William Morris.'? Wilfred’s first letter at home was mostly optimistic, even though he
started suffering from homesickness and depression early on during his permanence there.
He was anxious about the exams and felt the strain of appearing better educated than he
thought he was. While he was at the vicarage he continued writing, since 1911, he started
to improve his poetical skills, adding to his knowledge of Keats the one of Shelley, for

example, and subsequently more poets.

Wilfred therefore became different figures in the vicarage: a teacher, a recorder of the
case of extreme poverty and an inspector of unhealthy accommodations. He visited the
poor and said: “Consumption is all around us here. Scarlet Fever and Diphtheria are at
work near by.”*® He took very seriously his parish duties, writing home about what he
was doing, the things he used and the hope he had for the poor. He became more and

more aware of the situation of poor people.

12 Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p.66
13 John Purkis, Op. Cit., p.13



‘Numbers of the old people cannot read; those who can seldom do so. [...]
Those who had within them the Hope of a Future World are content, and their
old faces are bright with radiance of eternity. Those who, like the beasts, have
no such Hope, pass their old age shrouded with an inward gloom, which the

reverses of their history have stamped upon their worn-out memories,

>14

deadening them to all thoughts of delight.

While at Dunsden, Owen started to get to know another important Romantic poet, Percy
Bysshe Shelley. Up until then he had known little about the English poet, what awakened
his interest was his involvement and activity as a philanthropist and a social reformer. He
started to read John Addington Symonds’s Life of Shelley, where he learned that the poet
had lived not far from Dunsden and had carried on a work as a lay assistant.

| find that Shelley lived at a cottage within easy cycling distance from here.
And I was very surprised (tho’ really I don’t know why) to find that he used
to “visit the sick in their beds; kept a regular list of the industrious poor whom
he assisted to make up their accounts;” and for a time walked the hospitals in
order to be more useful to the poor he visited! | knew the lives of men who
produced such marvellous verse could not be otherwise than lovely, and | am

being confirmed in this continually.®

He started to absorb the Shelleyan ideas and visions, together with a much more liberal
and detached way of seeing religion. He had started to mock the preaching at Dunsden,
always writing to his mother and documenting his ideas in his letters. He spent the
summer of 1912 with the family at Kelso, which was followed by a week at an
Evangelical Summer School at Keswick that unchained further doubts and reflections. In
January 1913, Wilfred had already suffered the beginning of his religious crisis and was

no longer able to maintain the right balance between his Shelleyan ‘atheism’ and the

1% Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p.66
15 Sven Backman, Tradition Transformed. Studies in the poetry of Wilfred Owen, Lund: C W K Gleerup,
1979, pag.48
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Bible-based Evangelicalism. On 7th February 1913 he left Dunsden and spent the next

month at home in a state of severe illness.

After Dunsden’s negative experience, Wilfred was in the need of a change of air, both for
physical and study reasons; he obtained a job as a part-time teacher at the Berlitz School
in Bordeaux. Since he was at high school he had developed a passion for French, he had
a long standing ambition to study in France and this was the perfect opportunity for him.
In September 1913 he moved to Bordeaux and rented a small room in Rue Castelmoron,
then on 28th September he moved again into a cheaper room at 95 Rue Porte Dijeaux. He
did not earn much money, although, he seemed to like the job and most of his pupils. In
order to improve his income he gave French lessons from eleven o’clock until midnight.
In the beginning, his letters home were concerned with his poor health conditions, though
it was thought that with French weather it would improve. After Christmas the situation
was much better, he made friends and enjoyed weekends in the country.® Spending time
alone and away made him indulge into a form of self-examination, in the Evangelical

tradition, on how he had grown mentally:

When | ask myself what | am finish my interrogations in a crise de nerfs. You
see these self-examinations, after a year’s rest, begin again. At such times the
sensation of the passing of Time sharpens into agony. How much have |
advanced in study since the Matriculation 1911? Enormously in some fields,
but not along the marked-out high-roads, and through those absurd old toll-
gates called examinations.

He spent time thinking about how he had grown artistically, as a man and as a scholar, in
his study and his life. He was uncertain what to do in the summer, luckily, he had been
invited by one of his pupils, Madame Léger, to accompany her family to Bagneres-de-
Bigorre in the Pyrenees. It was already the beginning of August 1914, the war had just
started and nobody was prepared for what it would be, even though everything was set.
Wilfred received the news while in France, and he faced the beginning of the war away

from his country.

16 John Purkis, A preface to Wilfred Owen, London and New York: Longman, 1999, p.15
7 1bid

11



1.3) The making of a poet

We shall be happy, thou and I. In me
Thou'lt find a jealous guardian of thy charms,
A doting master, leaving all to be

Ever with thee, ever in thine arms.!®

O Poesy! for thee I hold my pen

That am not yet a glorious denizen

Of thy wide heaven—Should I rather kneel
Upon some mountain-top until | feel

A glowing splendour round about me hung,
And echo back the voice of thine own tongue?*°

The school of English poetry, which Owen followed, derived from the Romantic poets of
the nineteenth century. The idea was that writing should be personal, almost confessional,
sincere and richly embellished with imagery. The Romantics, such as Coleridge,
Wordsworth and Blake at the beginning, saw poetry as the revelation of imagination to
the people through the work of the poet. Wilfred Owen was introduced to the Romantic
poetry at school, the approach was a scholastic one and it was Keats who seemed to
become his role model. Beside Keats, Owen was a Wordsworthian, “Love of nature,
belief in the imagination, and sympathy with suffering were characteristics which the
would-be poet would have to encourage in himself.”?® However, Owen discovered Keats
in a period of uncertainty and stress for him; we find notes of this discovery in a letter to
his mother dated April 1911. He quoted some lines of Keats and asked for a copy of ‘Ode
to a Nightingale’ by Gunstons. The meeting with Keats was, in a certain way, a religious

one; because Owen said, he could hear the poet’s voice in a sort of Evangelical spirit, as

18 “To Poesy,” by Owen, Wilfred (1893-1918). The Estate of Wilfred Owen. The Complete Poems and
Fragments of Wilfred Owen edited by Jon Stallworthy first published by Chatto & Windus, 1983.
Preliminaries, introductory, editorial matter, manuscripts and fragments omitted. via First World War
Poetry Digital Archive, accessed December 4, 2016,
http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/wwllit/collections/item/3367.

19 Bartleby, http://www.bartleby.com/126/31.html, accessed December 4, 2016

20 Dominic Hibberd, Owen the poet, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1986., p.2
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if religious people could hear God’s voice.?! Keats soon became the equivalent of God

for the young poet, he contributed to enrich Owen’s language and vocabulary.

Between Owen and Keats there are, also, parallels that have nothing to do with their poetic
style; they both died at the age of twenty-six, their important poems were all written in
one year and their writing which survived consists mostly of letters. Apart from the draft
of 1907, there is no evidence that Owen had written anything before 1911. It is possible
that he could have written something not relevant for his poetic course, and the lack of
documents does not allow us to have a clear idea. For sure, between 1909 and 1910, as
the handwriting of the manuscript suggests, we have the first complete poem, on the style

of a Kaetsian ode.

A thousand suppliants stand around thy throne,
Stricken with love for thee, O Poesy.

I stand among them, and with them | groan,

And stretch my arms for help. Oh, pity me!

No man (save them thou gav'st the right to ascend
And sit with thee, 'nointing with unction fine,
Calling thyself their servant and their friend)

Has loved thee with a purer love than mine.?

Owen started this poem having in mind three different examples, all of them written by
Keats: ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, ‘Sleep and Poetry’ and ‘The Fall of Hyperion’. With these
three poems in his mind and under his eyes, Owen tries to recreate something that has a
typical Keatsian atmosphere and tone. The poem is written in ten syllable lines; it has

sixth stanzas and not have a regular scheme; the rhyme pattern is ABAB. The central

21 1bid

22 “To Poesy,” by Owen, Wilfred (1893-1918). The Estate of Wilfred Owen. The Complete Poems and
Fragments of Wilfred Owen edited by Jon Stallworthy first published by Chatto & Windus, 1983.
Preliminaries, introductory, editorial matter, manuscripts and fragments omitted. via First World War
Poetry Digital Archive, accessed December 4, 2016,
http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/wwllit/collections/item/3367.

13



theme is poetry, which is described as a goddess and to whom the poets are constantly
paying their respects and offers. Owen lists himself among the poets, using the personal
pronoun “I”, ‘I stand among them, and with them I groan’. Owen is concerned with poetry
as a person, he personifies it and gives it the connotation of a divinity, for this reason he
and the other poets are nothing. It is impossible not to recognize the Keatsian influence,
starting with the subject of the poem. The tone is elegiac, Owen uses archaic terms such

as ‘thee’, ‘thy’, ‘thou’, and tries to recreate and recall the atmosphere of Keats’ odes.

Beseech another goddess guide their pen,

And with another muse their pleasure take.?

O Poesy! for thee | hold my pen Keats?

The theme of “holding the pen” in order to write a poem is not a novelty for the poetic
field, here Owen refers to both Keats and other poets before him. In ‘“To Poesy’ there is
an allusion to the great Romantic master, in line 37, Owen writes “The bards of old”, it is
possible to imagine that among all the bards there is a special place for Keats himself.
The poet asks to be taught his trade, to know his path in order to write and become the
greatest of all. The poem is not an example of originality or innovation; neither in the
style nor in the content, it is just the first attempt to get to know the world of poetic

writing.

The second example of an early poem is a sonnet, written on a special occasion during
1911. In April of that year, Wilfred took the train from Torquay to Newton Abbot near
Teignmouth. There he went searching for the house where Keats had lived from March
to May 1818. He found the house at 20 Northumberland Place and after a closer look, he
then wrote a sonnet on his way back home, ‘Sonnet, written at Teignmouth, on a
Pilgrimage to Keats’s House’.?> Not only the topic is strictly related to Keats, but also the
style evokes the great number of sonnets written by the Romantic poet. Keats has an

output of sixty-seven sonnets, inclusive of ‘Nature withheld Cassandra in the skyes’, an

2 bid
24 Bartleby, http://www.bartleby.com/126/31.html, accessed December 4, 2016
25 Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p.57
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unfinished translation, and of The Poet, that is not universally acknowledge as composed
by Keats.?

Three colours have | known the Deep to wear,
‘tis well today that Purple grandeur gloom,
Veiling the Emerald sheen and Sky-blue glare.
Well, too, that lowly-brooding clouds now loom
In sable majesty around, fringed fair

With ermine-white of surf: to me they bear
Watery memorials of this majestic doom

Whose Name was writ in Water (saith his tomb).

Eternally may sad waves wail his death,

Cloke in their grief ‘mongst rocks where he has lain,
Or heave in silence, yearning with hushed breath,
While mournfully trail the slow-moved mists and rain,
And softly the small drops slide from weeping trees,

Quivering in anguish to the sobbing breeze.?’

This sonnet’s structure is typically Petrarchan, with two quatrains and two tercets. The
rhyme scheme is nearly canonical — as the second quatrain differs- : ABAB AABB CDC
DEE, while the metre is irregular. The sonnet portrays the visit of Owen to Keats’s house,
and the poet starts the description naming three colours, introducing the reader to a visual
image: purple, emerald and blue. He is trying to create a kind of heroic atmosphere, using
terms as ‘majesty’, ‘ermine’, ‘doom’, and using the capital letter for ‘Name’ and ‘Water’.

The poetic innovation that will be Owen’s signature are still absent; the rhymes are almost

26 |_uisa Conti Camaiora, Themes and Images in the sonnets of John Keats, Milano: Educatt, 2010

21 “Sonnet,” by Owen, Wilfred (1893-1918). The Estate of Wilfred Owen. The Complete Poems and
Fragments of Wilfred Owen edited by Jon Stallworthy first published by Chatto & Windus, 1983.
Preliminaries, introductory, editorial matter, manuscripts and fragments omitted. via First World War
Poetry Digital Archive, accessed September 30, 2016,
http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/wwllit/collections/item/3374.

15



canonical and pretty plane. It is not a brilliant piece of poetry, however, it is interesting

because it states a passage from an early stage to one more mature and aware.

In 1912, while at Dunsden, he started to write sonnets on specific topics with his cousin,
Leslie Gunston, who was himself writing poetry. He was a frequent visitor at Dunsden
Vicarage, and in the summer of 1912 was challenged by Wilfred’s proposal to write a
sonnet on the same subject.?® Probably, Wilfred was inspired by the competition that
produced Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’. The subject chosen for the competition was ‘The
Swift’, after looking out of the window and seeing a dark flash of wings under the eaves.
The interest in Shelley was, mostly, for his ideas and visions, Wilfred was less concerned
with style and poetic technique. However, ‘The Swift’, follows Shelley’s scheme and is
written in the same mood of breathless ecstasy as ‘Ode to a Skylark’. The draft of the
poem is dated early summer 1912, but he revised that in June-August at Bordeaux 1914-
1915, then again in 1917 at Craiglockhart. This long poem, beside ‘Uriconium’, is written

in 8 and 14-line stanzas. In the ode, man and bird are compared.

O Swift! If thou art master of the air
Who taught thee! Not the joy of flying
But of thy brood: their throttels’ crying

Stung thee to skill whereof men yet despair!?°®

28 Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p.73
29 Guy Cuthbertson, Wilfred Owen, New Haven and London, Yale University Press: 2014, p.146
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30 “The Swift,” First World War Poetry Digital Archive, accessed October 3, 2016,
http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/items/show/8232.

17



% 1bid

18



%2 1bid

19



33

% 1bid

20



However, the work of Shelley that most influenced Wilfred’s poetic studies, is The Revolt
of Islam, which made the deepest impression on him. There can be found traces and
scenes in poems like ‘Strange Meeting’ or in *1914°. ** The third example of an early

poem written during the permanence in Dunsden is ‘To Eros’.

In that | loved you, Love, | worshipped you.
In that | worshipped well, | sacrificed.
All of most worth | bound and burnt and slew;

Old peaceful lives; frail flowers; firm friends; and Christ.

I slew all falser loves; I slew all true,
That I might, nothing love but your truth, Boy.
Fair same cast away as bridegrooms do

Their wedding garments in their haste joy.

But when | fell upon your sandalled feet,

You loosed my lips; you rose;

I heard the singing of your wings’ retreat;

For-flown, I watched you flush the Olympian snows,
Beyond my hoping. Starkly I returned

To stare upon the ash of all I burned...*®

34 Syen Backman, Op.Cit., pag.49
% Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p.84
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3 “To Eros,” by Owen, Wilfred (1893-1918). The British Library / The Wilfred Owen Literary Estate
via First World War Poetry Digital Archive, accessed December 4, 2016,
http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/wwllit/collections/item/4451.
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There are no precise dates for this draft, it is probably a Dunsden’s draft but it has been
revised later in 1917 during his permanence at Craiglockhart. The sonnet has a typical
Shakespearean structure, two quatrain (the octet), a quatrain and the final couplet, the
rhyme scheme is standard: ABAB CDCD EFEF GG. On the original manuscript, we can
find a different title, ‘The End’, which was changed into ‘To Eros’ that remains the
official title. It has a very simple and repetitive verse sentence, Owen played with
anaphors such as in the first two lines with ‘In that’, or the repetition of the past participle
‘worshipped’, which creates a chiasm. The poet tries to describe the theme of Christ
sacrificed to Eros, he addresses Love, with a capital letter, and says that he had
worshipped Love and he is bound to him. Owen remembers his one-time obsession with
love, and rationalises it in the description in the first line of the poem, ‘I worshipped’; the
consequence is sacrifice. Owen asks himself about the truths and the lies, and it may seem
that what he saw at Dunsden was not completely true, though we know that he questioned
himself about faith and religion. There is a strong Georgian influence and affinity in this
sonnet: in the structure, the diction and the attempt at boldness in the bridegroom image,
as well as in the whole Romanticised disillusion. It is recognised that the three closing
lines are of a higher quality than his earlier poems, but there is still plenty to exercise and
change. 3

These three examples of early poems, ‘To Poesy, ‘Sonnet, written at Teignmouth, on a
Pilgrimage to Keats’s House’ and ‘To Eros’, are necessary to describe the early stage of
Wilfred Owen’s poetic world. The first stage of his poetic career was characterised by a
strong influence of the great poets of the so-called ‘Nineties’. Keats, Shelley and
Wordsworth helped Owen to develop his poetic and writing skills, accompanying him in
his first years as a man and as a poet. Until 1914, Owen has not already reached his
maturity, starting to take conscience on what it means to be a poet and to write poems.
The breaking of the war, while he was in France, marks the starting point of a new way

and a new awareness of what it means to be an artist.

37 D.S.R. Welland, Wilfred Owen: A critical study, London: Chatto and Windur, 1960, p.42
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2) The war: a new world

2.1) The Great War

On 4™ August 1914, the declaration of war changed the face of Europe and the rest of the
world. England declared war to Germany and marked the beginning of the global conflict
and the involvement of Great Britain in this massacre. Officially, the war started the 28"
June 1914, with the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria by Yugoslav
nationalist Gavrilo Princip in Sarajevo, which sparked off the situation. It was followed
by a diplomatic crisis, Austria-Hungary gave an ultimatum to the Kingdom of Serbia, and
on 28" July 1914 declared war on Serbia. The peace between Europe’s great powers
collapsed; Allied Powers and Central Powers took on the lead and prepared themselves
for war. On one hand, we had Great Britain, France and Russia together with minor
nations, on the other Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. Great Britain declared war on
Germany on the 4™ August 1914, after Germany’s attack on Belgium, which was a neutral
country. The war was fought across Europe; the Western front (experienced by Owen)
divided France from Germany and mostly involved English and French troops while the
Eastern front divided Germany from Russia. In 1915, with Italy entering the war in
support of the Allies (breaking the pact with the Central Powers) a Southern front

appeared, which saw Germans and Italians fighting against each other on the Alps.

Germany began fighting the war according to the Schlieffen Plan (named for its
mastermind, General Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen). It invaded neutral Belgium,
forcing Great Britain to send troops to support and help the French army. It began a frantic
recruitment campaign towards the population and the press was full of propaganda and
patriotic messages. Even poetry was put to use as a means of convincing and attracting
young men to volunteer for the army. The general spirit, which pervaded both alliances,
was that war might be over by Christmas, each was sure of winning and quickly ending
this massacre. They were both wrong, by 1915, the situation was in a stalemate, the war

continued and the massacre was every day worse.
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The Great War was a complete slaughter, it introduced new ways to fight a war while still
using 19"-century weapons. At the beginning there were bicycle units and horses,
however, as the war continued, it was necessary to evolve and change. Machine guns, gas
bombs, tanks, the army industry supplied soldiers with novelties and weapons that could
kill a lot more men than before. Although, trenches slowed down the war and forced the
armies into an impasse. It was very difficult to gain territory and most of the time it took
days only to conquer few metres. Trenches began to connect different areas and to link
together the armies. The land in between enemies’ trenches was called ‘no man’s land’,

and it was every soldier’s nightmare.

Propaganda continued to call young men to the army, but as the years went by and the
war continued it was necessary to introduce obligatory conscription in Britain. In 1914,
the English Army was very small if compared to the others, but the need to fight forced
the nation to recruit more soldiers. The Western front played as a scenario for the worst
and most deathful battle of the war, the battle of the Somme and 1916’s terrible winter.
On the eastern front the situation was the same, however, Russia reached an armistice
with the Central powers in 1917 due to the Winter Revolution, which changed the face of
the nation by establishing the Communist dictatorship. The situation in the Alps was
tragic, on October 1917 the Battle of Caporetto was a terrible defeat for the Allies, forcing
the Italian army to retreat and lose much territory. Although, the situation from 1914 to
1917 remained balanced, for every Allies victory there was a counter-attack by the
Centrals, forcing the situation to never evolve or change. World War | was fought also at
sea, the British Royal Navy had the supremacy until 1916 with the Battle of Jutland;
moreover, Germany’s policy of unchecked submarine aggression against shipping
towards Great Britain in 1917, reinforced the United States’ decision to enter the war
supporting the Allies. On 15" July 1918, German troops under general Erich von
Ludendorff launched what would become the last offensive of the war, attacking French
forces in the second Battle of the Marne. The beginning of the battle saw Germany
winner, but the Allies were able to turn the situation around. On 4™ November 1918,

Austria-Hungary signed the armistice with the other forces, while on 11" November it
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was Germany who was forced to seek for peace. World War | ended officially, leaving

Europe to face a difficult period in terms of peace and balance between nations. !
2.2) Owen’s France and his war

War broke: and now the Winter of the world

With perishing great darkness closes in.2

1914 was perhaps the happiest year of his life. Although it started badly with an illness,
it soon improved and changed into a beautiful year. Life in Bordeaux was very different
from England, he started drinking wine, took up smoking and stopped going to church
every Sunday.® He was free at last, and this freedom affected his health and his growth as

a man and as a poet.

During his permanence in France, Owen lived a different life from the one he had lived
in England and, mostly, at Dunsden. The atmosphere was very different and for the young
boy the experience was a complete success. Until 1914 he expected to be a teacher and
nothing more, but the breaking out of the war changed the overall situation. He was an
English boy staying in France, so he needed a permit to remain in that nation. In addition,
he wrote to his brother Colin that he was excited about the war: “I have almost a mania

to be in the East, to see fighting, and to serve.”

The news of the War made great stir in Bagnéres. Women were weeping all
about; work was suspended. Nearly all the men have already departed. [...] |
had to declare myself, and get a permit to remain here; where | must stay still
under penalty of arrest and sentence and spy — unless | get a special visa for
emigrating. [...] Nobody is very gay. °

Even though the boy seemed excited and very keen on knowing more about the war and

this new situation, he had to face bureaucratic procedures in order to remain in France.

The general idea was that it would be a short war and all over France and England the

History, visited 24/10/2016, http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-i/world-war-i-history

2 Cecil Day Lewis, A Hope for poetry, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1935, p. 129

3 War Poet Wilfred Owen - A Remembrance Tale (WWI Documentary) (BBC), visited 24/10/2016,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ByZUO-NNSs

4 John Purkis, Op.Cit., p. 15

5 Jon Stallworthy, Op. Cit., p. 102
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population was gay, volunteers were signing up to join the army and propaganda started.
In August 1914, Owen had the chance to meet a very important French poet, Laurent
Tailhade. He was a famous poet who had been at the centre of Parisian artistic life and
society in its most famous period. Tailhade, as Owen, was destined for a career in the
Church but had chosen poetry and art.® At that time, he was fifty-nine and despite the
great age gap, the two became close friends; their friendship is shown in photographs of
them holding a book together, and from the tone of their letters. Owen found a great guide
in the French poet, who was a close friend of Verlaine and attended Mallarmé’s mardi.
Tailhade was a confirmed pacifist and instilled this idea into the young English poet. He
had also written two pamphlets, Lettre aux Conscrits (1903) and Pour la Paix (1909).
In the Lettre aux Conscrits, the older generation is blamed for the sacrifice of the younger,
and in a period of uncertainty as it was, coming across such pacifist ideas was confusing
for Owen. Tailhade’s pacifist beliefs must have made an impression on Owen, and in
parts have remained in his conscience at some level.8 It is no accident that the young poet
would wait until 1915 to take part in the war as a soldier. The French poet was not
interested in preaching mutiny or sedition, but a liberty of conscience that should be part
of every man. However, Owen benefited from Tailhade’s poetic ability, learning from a

great master of the arts.

Nevertheless, the pacifist ideas of Tailhade were not able to prevent Owen from choosing
to enlist in the army. His permanence in Bordeaux ended in 1915, after a year of the war,
the young Englishman decided to joy the battle. It must be said that ‘the world which
Owen grew up in was rife with military activity and prophecies of coming disaster.”® For
this reason, the war was not a complete scandal, even though it changed many aspects of
the population’s life. In May 1915, Owen came back to England, however, he then
returned to France to escort the children of his French family towards the Channel in
September. He officially returned to England in order to enlist as a volunteer and join the
army. At this stage of the war, the British Army was still recruiting volunteers, the social

pressure was becoming increasingly strong for the men still at home. In Owen’s family,

¢ Dominic Hibberd, Owen the poet, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1986, p. 30

7 John Stallworthy, Op. Cit., p. 90

8 D.S.R. Welland, Wilfred Owen a Critical study, London: Chatto and Windur, 1960, p. 90
® Dominic Hibberd, Op.Cit., p. 55
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his father was the most favourable, while his mother’s view was not clear, though she did

not seem to have been against the decision.

Wilfred’s decision to join the war was based on different reasons and motives, which lead

him to the final choice.

I don’t imagine that the German War will be affected by my joining in, but I
know my own future Peace will be. I wonder that you don’t ply me with this
argument: that Keats remained absolutely indifferent to Waterloo and all that
commotion.*

He was conscious of his limited role in the war, as a simple soldier, he had not the
possibility to make a difference, although, in a much greater sense, he did make the
difference with his poems. The strong commitment he felt towards this war was very
personal as if his own life would depend on how he responded to the war. Another reason
for his choice was the fear he had in case Germany was to win the war. He thought, and
feared, that the victory of the Central Powers would have led to an impoverishment of
English language and literature, and he was not keen on thinking about it.!* He joined the
Artists’ Rifle in London on 21% October 1915, taking his oath at the headquarters in
Duke’s Road. He stayed in London in a French Boarding House, where everything was
French, the cooking, the people and the language. He brought France with him, even in
England, recollecting his stay in Bordeaux, talking French although he was now back in
his country. For the next few months, he had to train with the other men before he could
physically join the battalion. In November he was posted to Hare Hall, Gidea Park,
Romford, Essex to continue the training. This last place was an army camp, he was soon
familiar with the soldier’s duties and the military life.*? Harold went to visit Wilfred at
Hare Hall after writing to his brother and asking to come. The two brothers stayed
together, Wilfred showed Harold through the camp, and they talked about their

experiences. Wilfred was afraid he could not pass the examination in order to complete

10 Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p. 124

1 War Poet Wilfred Owen - A Remembrance Tale (WWI Documentary), visited 7/12/2016,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ByZUO-NNSs

12 John Purkis, Op. Cit., p. 20
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his formation. Harold was astonished in hearing this and in thinking about his brother
failing an exam. Wilfred, on the other hand, had a very clear and specific answer to that.

“What does Keats have to teach me of rifle and machine-gun drill, how will
my pass in Botany teach me to lunge a bayonet, how will Shelley show me
how to hate or any poet teach me the trajectory of the bullet?’*®

Harold remembered clearly Wilfred’s statement; even when preparing himself for the
war, the young poet was always thinking about his masters and his guides. Keats and
Shelley could not teach him how to use a gun, nor any other army device, however, they
were not useless. In March 1916 he joined the Officers’ School, he passed his exam and
was then Second Lieutenant on 4" June. He became a first class shot, began his duties as
an officer of the 5™ Battalion of the Manchester Regiment at Milford Camp. War for him
began in 1917, he reached France at the end of 1916 and in January, he joined the 2™
Manchesters as an officer. 1* After two years from the beginning of the war, Wilfred was
now part of it, he could experience the tragedy, the madness and the difficulty of the

Western front.
2.3) War poetry

For after Spring, had bloomed in early Greece,
And Summer blazed her glory out with Rome,
An Autumn softly fell, a harvest home,

A slow grand age, and rich with all increase.

But now, for us, wild Winter, and the need Of sowings for new Spring, and
blood for seed.*®

Owen’s poetry began to evolve before setting foot on the battlefield, the breaking of the
war in 1914 was sufficient for starting the change. As the years went by, he tried to get
rid of the Romantic elements, even though it was not so simple and immediate. He went

to war with the humanitarian values of Shelley and Wordsworth, with the elegiac style of

13 Jon Stallworthy, Op. Cit., p. 131
14 John Purkis, Op. Cit., p. 20
15 Cecil Day Lewis, Op. Cit., p. 129
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Keats but also with a need for innovation.'® The first approach to war was a Romantic
one, embracing the idea of martyrdom, pain and physical sensation that this experience
would have led to. Wilfred brought with him Swinburne’s book of poetry Poems and
Ballads, which was the one he had in his Kit at his death. Before experiencing the reality

of the war, ‘the war generation believed that they had been born to die in war.’!’

The propaganda, the culture of the time promoted the idea of dying for one’s own country
as the highest value in life. Rupert Brooke’s ‘The Soldier’, written in 1914 and part of a
series of sonnets entitled ‘1914°, praises death in battle and describes the soldier who dies

fighting for his country as a hero.

If 1 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.!®

Brooke embodied the spirit of 1914, of the beginning of the war and the positivity, which
came with it; he was the child of the idea that the war was to end in a short time. There
was a Romantic background in his position, which would soon be surpassed by Owen,
who would become the anti-Brooke. The elegiac tone of Brooke’s sonnet made clear the
fact that he did not experience the war, because he died before arriving in France of sepsis.
He was, therefore, unable to live war in first person and to see the horror of the massacre.
Brooke was part of the so-called ‘bardic’ school, which indicates an attitude proper of the
1914 poets of the war: “A host of poets, mostly minor, hastened with a zeal that outran
both their ability and their discretion to proclaim the rightness of the national cause in

16 Dominic Hibberd, Op. Cit., p. 56
7 1bid p. 56
18 Poetry Foundation, visited 21/10/20186,
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poems/detail/13076
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clarion tones.”*® Welland proposes a division in three phases, the one of Brooke is the
first, while the second can be traced in the poetry of Blunden and Graves, leaving Owen
in the third phase. However, in 1914, the expectation of a victory was high, and many
other poets wrote about the glorious endeavour of fighting and dying in battle. In the
opening week of the war, dated 5™ September 1914, Thomas Hardy’s ‘Men Who March
Away’, reflects the dominant mood, ‘England's need are we;’?® Rudyard Kipling
supported the patriotic ideas and the popular enthusiasm for war; he even sent his son to
fight in the war while he was a war journalist during that period. Like Brooke, Charles
Hamilton Sorley died in 1915 and was one of the first poets who wrote about the war. He
was killed during the Battle of Loos in October.?! When the war broke out, he was in
Germany, but was able to come back to Britain and joined the army. Sorley was a lover
of Germany and felt it difficult to accept this hatred of the country he had loved so much.
Despite Brooke, Sorley saw war as a great and a tragic paradox, analysing and questioning
himself about death. ‘It is a spook. None wears the face you knew./Great death has made
all his for evermore.’, there are the last two lines of ‘When you see millions...” (1914)
one of his best-known sonnet, which describes what is death, a totally alien experience

for men.

Following the example of this three early “war poets”, it is not difficult to understand the
stance which most of the soldiers had before leaving for France. Even for Owen it was
the same: “Dying for love in war was seen as sweet, decorous and sacramental, a sacrifice
comparable to that of the Mass yet described in terms that were sometimes as much erotic
as religious. [...] death in battle had a beauty unintelligible to old men and beyond beauty
of women. Only a soldier could understand a soldier’s smile.”?? Therefore, it is necessary

to be a soldier to understand war and to be able to describe it and give it credit.

19 D.S.R. Welland, Op.Cit., p. 16
20 Bernard Bergonzi, Op.Cit., p. 32
21 |bid, p. 51

22 Dominic Hibberd, Op.Cit., p. 57
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2.4) The ‘winter of the world’

For Owen, writing about what was happening in France seemed easy, even though we
have seen that his reaction to the war was not so straightforward. The evolution of his
style, from copying Keats to a more independent poetry, follows his last period in France
and the return to England. As we approach the analysis and the study of Owen’s war

poetry, it is necessary, to begin with an important consideration.

[...]Jto speak of Wilfred Owen as a war poet is true only as long as the phrase
is used to denote one of the sources of and formative influences on his work:
it is grotesquely untrue if it is used, as it sometimes has been, to imply that it
was only the War that made him a poet. [...] not to isolate him from the
tradition of English poetry to which, as | shall hope to show, he both owed
and contributed so much.?

Welland, in the first chapter of his book, says that it is not possible to talk about Owen
and his poetry and reduce everything just by saying ‘war poetry’. Moreover, to reduce
Owen to a war poet means to minimise the impact he had on all future English poetry,
not only the one about the Great War. For this reason, even though he is placed among
the war poets, his poems have much more to say than just describing the situation and the
absurdity he lived through during the war. Owen experienced a shift in his poetry, from
a poetry of love and Romantic images to a very truthful and realistic view of what was
war. He missed the first ‘bardic’ phase because he was in Bordeaux for most of 1915;
therefore, he continued writing poetry. It is important to say that a copy of Vernede’s War
Poems and Other Verses (1917) was found in his small library, which was preserved by
his family.?* He brought along with him an aesthetic taste, which he had developed since
the beginning of his study, but he evolved systematically, moving away from that idea. It
is difficult to trace a precise chronology for his first poems written at the breaking out of
the war because Owen seldom dated his manuscripts with more than the year, and even

the year is not always written. Probably the first poem he wrote in 1914 was originally

2 D.S.R. Welland, Op. Cit., p. 14
2 |bid p. 18
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entitled ‘The ballad of Peace and War’, which after became ‘The Ballad of Purchase-

Money’.°

(part of the original poem)

Oh meet it is and passing sweet
To live at peace with others,

But sweeter still and far more meet

To die in war for brothers.

The soil is safe, for widow and waif,
And for the soul of England,
Because heir bodies men vouchsafe

To save the soul of England.?®

Even if it is only a fragment of the original poem, it is meaningful for the analysis. It is
easy to recognise the echo of Brooke’s words and ideas that are presented in ‘The
Soldier’. Here, Owen is retracing the same idea that dying for your country is ‘sweet’ and
honourable. The two stanzas, which have a regular rhyme scheme ABAB, and a far more
regular verse structure, underline a naive and still Romantic ideal. In 1914, Owen was
still in France and had not yet decided to join the army. In the first stanza, he uses
repetitions, the first and the third have the same structure and the second and fourth a
similar one. ‘Oh sweet’, ‘and meet’, while in the third he replicates using the same words
but in a comparative sense, ‘But sweeter’, ‘and more meet’. The same repetition in the
structure 1s developed in the other two verses, with the contraposition ‘to live’ and ‘to
die’, which is used to convey the idea that dying in the battle is good. In the second stanza,
we can trace again an echo of Brooke’s ideal; ‘the soil’ where a soldier will die, which is
not England, but to die would be for ‘the soul of England’. Owen’s idea in this poem will

be dramatically reversed in his most famous ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, however, it is the

25 John Stallworthy, Op. Cit., p. 104
% First World War Poetry, visited 20/10/20186,
https://sites.google.com/site/firstworldwarpoetry20102011/ballad-of-peace---owen

33



first attempt made by the young poet. It is hard to imagine that in the same year, even

though there is no complete certainty, Owen had produced the sonnet ‘1914°.

War broke: and now the Winter of the world

With perishing great darkness closes in.

The foul tornado, centred at Berlin,

Is over all the width of Europe whirled,

Rending the sails of progress. Rent or furled

Are all Art's ensigns. Verse wails. Now begin
Famines of thought and feeling. Love's wine's thin.

The grain of human Autumn rots, down-hurled.

For after Spring had bloomed in early Greece,
And Summer blazed her glory out with Rome,
An Autumn softly fell, a harvest home,

A slow grand age, and rich with all increase.

But now, for us, wild Winter, and the need

Of sowings for new Spring, and blood for seed.?’

As the title suggests, the sonnet’s theme is the breaking out of war. From the beginning,
the subject is introduced with the first word, ‘war’. The line scheme is not regular, though,
the rhyme scheme follows a precise pattern: ABBAABBA for the octet, CDDCCC for
the sestet, as it follows the Petrarchan structure. It is quite impossible that the apparent
echo of Robert Brooke’s ‘red/Sweet wine of youth’ is linked to that poem, as the latter
was not published until December 1914.% In 1914, Owen started to experiment with
pararhyme, which would become his most iconic symbol. ‘World/whirled’ rhyme in line
1 and 4 is a half rhyme, as ‘Greece/increase’ in line 9 and 12. The whole sonnet revolves
around the comparison between war and winter, these extended metaphors are the core
of the sonnet. Owen builds up a sensual image, both visual and auditory, in which a topical

subject, winter, is used to give a deeper description of war. In the octet, war arrives as

27 Jon Stallworthy, Jane Potter edited, Three poets of the First World War: Ivor Gurney, Isaac Rosenberg
and Wilfred Owen, London: Penguin, 2011, p. 77
28 Jon Stallworthy, Op.Cit., p. 105
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winter all over Europe, and the great German power is said to be a ‘tornado’, another
comparison with nature in order to remain in the same semantic field. The arrival of war
brings, not only physical destruction but also a mental one like he says at the end of line
six and the beginning of line seven, ‘Now begin / Famines of thought and feeling.” To
finish the octet he introduces another season, Autumn, saying that it is rotten because of
the coming winter; in addition, Autumn represents humanity, so it is easy to understand
why it is in decay. The tone of the octet is of horror and destruction, conveyed with the
use of alliteration. Negatively, winter is associated with war, ‘winter of the world’,
‘whirled’, ‘width’, the ‘wild’ness and the insufficiency of its ‘wine’. In the sestet Owen
introduces the other remaining seasons, Spring is related to the past and precisely Greek
civilization, while Summer with the Roman Empire. Both seasons have ended their
course, giving space to Autumn which is now ready to end. The contrast with the octet is
immediately recognised, the great worlds of the past have influenced the human world
until ‘war broke’. The tone and alliteration he uses here are more gentle, the ‘s’ is repeated
creating a soft sound. The final couplet reinforces the power of winter, but it keeps an
open ending: “But now, for us, wild Winter, and the need / Of sowings for new Spring,
and blood for seed.” The need for a new spring is still there, the necessity of a new rebirth
and the end of the war.

With the beginning of September, wounded soldiers started to arrive in Bagneres-de-
Bigorre, and Owen had the opportunity to visit one of the largest hospitals nearby. He
saw the wounds, the bullets, and he wrote to his brother about this, in the letter he also
included some drawings of the wounds. The passage between the beginning of the war
and the realisation of it, from ignorance to understanding, is better portrayed in the poem

‘Long Ages Past’, written on October 31.2°

Long ages past in Egypt thou wert worshipped

And thou wert wrought from ivory and beryl.

They brought thee jewels and they brought their slain,
Thy feet were dark with blood of sacrifice.

From dawn to midnight, O my painted idol,

29 |pid p. 111
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Thou satest smiling, and the noise of killing
Was harp and timbrel in thy pale jade ears:

The livid dead were given thee for toys.

Thou wert a mad slave in a Persian palace,
And the King loved thee for thy furious beauty,
And all men heard thy ravings with a smile
Because thy face was fairer than a flower.

But with a little knife so wantonly

Thou slewest women and thy pining lovers,
And on thy lips the stain of crimson blood,

And on thy brow the pallor of their death.

Thou art the dream beheld by frenzied princes
In smoke of opium—thou art the last fulfilment
Of all the wicked, and of all the beautiful.

We hold thee as a poppy to our mouths,
Finding with thee forgetfulness of God.

Thou art the face reflected in a mirror

Of wild desire, of pain, of bitter pleasure.

The witches shout thy name beneath the moon,

The fires of Hell have held thee in their fangs.*

This long poem is divided into three stanzas of eight lines each; there is not a rhyme
scheme and a precise structure. It has a kind of nostalgic tone, even though it describes
how the situation has evolved until now, until the war. From the beginning, Owen tries to
create a climax, ‘Long ages past’, but now war has changed the face of the world. The
narrator voice of the poem is addressed to a ‘thou’ (you) that is the protagonist of the

poem, and whose situation changed through history in a dramatic way. In the first stanza

30 Poetry nook, visited 21/10/2016, http://poetrynook.com/poem/long-ages-past
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Owed describes how this ‘thou’ was perceived in a past age and addresses to him as ‘my
painted idol” in line 5. The idol in the past ages received gifts, and the ‘livid dead’ are,
for him, toys. In the first 4 lines he uses alliteration and repetitions, ‘thou wert
worshipped’ with the sound ‘w’ and in line 2, ‘thou wert wrought’, while in line 3 there
is a repetition of ‘they brought’, which helps the rhythm. In the second stanza the narration
continues, he describes all the things this ‘thou’ did and uses anaphora in line 10 and 11,
and the same in line 15 and 16. The protagonist was made a slave and loved by the king,
but then he became a murderer, and in the last two lines of the stanza the repetition
underlines what this murder caused; ‘and on thy lips the stain of crimson blood’, ‘and on
thy brow the pallor of their death’. Finally, the last stanza ends this journey in Hell, as the
last line says ‘the fires of Hell have held thee in their fangs’. In this poem, Owen uses the
image of the poppy as a metaphor for war, ‘we old thee as a poppy to our mouth’; like
him Isaac Rosenberg in ‘Break of the day in the trenches’, uses the poppy to describe the

precariousness of the soldier’s life, ‘As I pull the parapet’s poppy’.

Even though Owen started to express his ideas of the war in a poetic form, giving shape
to his images and his fears, most of what he wrote before 1917 was better expressed in
other forms by other writers.3! These first war poems were still a bit clumsy in the form,
he was not yet a complete and mature poet. After coming back to London in May 1915
he spent part of a week at the British Industries Fair, and after returned to Shrewsbury.
We do not know, for sure, if his poetry came naturally, but it is possible that during that
period he wrote ‘Maundy Thursday’. Some dated the poem to his Dunsden period, but
Stallworthy thinks that his general sophistication places the sonnet in a later position.
Even though it talks about religion, so it would be “normal” to set it in Dunsden, the
Roman Catholic service it describes is most likely one that Owen attended while he was

in France.3?

31 Dominic Hibberd, Op. Cit., p. 59
32 Jon Stallworthy, Op. Cit., p. 120
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3 “Maundy Thursday,” by Owen, Wilfred (1893-1918). The British Library / The Wilfred Owen Literary
Estate via First World War Poetry Digital Archive, accessed October 23, 2016,
http://ww1lit.nsms.ox.ac.uk/wwllit/collections/item/4627.
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It is a great fortune to have the manuscript of this sonnet, as we can see there were some
changes in the composition of the poem. It is a Petrarchan sonnet with a fixed rhyme
scheme: ABAB, CACA, DDE, EFF. The undivided lines in iambic pentameter describe
the different approaches of the congregation to the act of veneration. The theme is
religious, for this reason, it can relate both to his permanence at Dunsden when he was
assistant to the Vicar, and to the period in Bordeaux when he assisted the children of the
de la Touche family. The semantic field of the words he uses are all linked together and
to religion: ‘silver cross’, ‘knelt’, ‘emblem’, ‘Body of the Christ’, ‘acolyte’, ‘bowed’. In
the octet, Owen describes the act of veneration for men and women, which is different.
The men are ‘lugubrious’ and reluctant to kneel, while the women are ‘mourning’ and
have ‘meek mouths’, with ‘meek’ which is usually employed to describe a lamb, and in
a religious sense a good believer. In line 6 and line 8, between the two brackets, there is
revealed the reality of their veneration, for men ‘kissed the emblem of a creed’, while for
women ‘the Body of the Christ indeed’, forcing a strong comparison. In the same two
lines, Owen made a change, he had written ‘these kissing’ and ‘these kissed’, however,
he substituted with ‘and’, so he could maintain the anaphora. The third group is composed
by children, who ‘kissed a silver doll’, in this third bracket he did not change the word
‘these’. In line 11, he introduces himself, ‘Then I’, and he is part of all these people
kneeling and giving credit to ‘that acolyte’. There is a strong opposition between the
Christ figure, ‘thin, and cold and very dead’, with ‘the warm live hand that held the thing’,

which gives a shocking end to the sonnet.*

A manuscript dated ‘May 10, 1916/London’ is an earliest survived of the period of
Owen’s training in London, even though it is certainly a recollection of a day with the de

la Touche boys in France.®®

Three rompers run together, hand in hand.
The middle boy stops short, the others hurtle:
What bumps, what shrieks, what laughter turning turtle.

Love, racing between us two, has planned

34 Jon Stallworthy, Op. Cit., p. 120
3 |bid p. 139
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A sudden mischief: shortly he will stand
And we shall shock. We cannot help but fall;
What matter? Why, it will not hurt at all,

Our youth is supple, and the world is sand.

Better our lips should bruise our eyes, than He,
Rude Love, out-run our breath; you pant, and I,
I cannot run much farther, mind that we

Both laugh with Love; and having tumbled, try
To go forever children, hand in hand.

The sea is rising...and the world is sand.®

This sonnet, despite the ones analysed before, has a different subject and tone, it does not
talk about war. It is the narration of an episode occurred to Owen, probably a day at the
sea with the boys he looked after when he was in France. The sonnet has a regular
structure, the rhyme scheme is: ABBA, ACCA, DEDEAA. The title ‘To—°, is not very
specific, it does not say the person who is addressed, probably leaving an open
interpretation. Perhaps, as the poem describes a moment with the French boys, the title
suggest that it is written for them. This is the final version of the poem, Stallworthy in
Owen’s biography inserted the manuscript of the sonnet, which has the corrections Owen
made while writing. There are some words, which Owen changed, in line 1 ‘run’, which
will be repeated also in line 11 and suggests the idea that the rhythm has to be fast, like a
run. In line 4 he begins with ‘for’, instead of ‘so’, and ‘racing’ instead of ‘that runs’,
continuing the long semantic field of the idea of running. Other changes occur in the
sonnet, in line 6 the personal pronoun becomes ‘we’, suggesting the three boys and him.
Even in the sestet, there is the idea of we, when he says ‘our’ lips, while he had previously

written ‘my’. The atmosphere seems nostalgic, in the octet, he starts to describe a

% “To---,” by Owen, Wilfred (1893-1918). The Estate of Wilfred Owen. The 