Harper’s Revision Notes: WW1 Poetry


POEM 99: Men Who March Away (Song of the Soldiers) by Thomas Hardy
POET & CONTEXT: 

Thomas Hardy: 1840-1928

Hardy is more famous for his novels than his poetry.  He wrote Men Who March Away at the very start of the war.  

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Bravery/heroism
· Cynicism

· War effort

FORM & STUCTURE:

· Resembling the ‘march’ of the title (and the ‘song’ of the sub-title) , the rhyme scheme follows a distinct pattern (abbbaab) and the use of repetition throughout adds to the sense of gung-ho patriotism (see below).
OVERVIEW:

Taken at face value, one would think this is a poem that is essentially pro-war and denounces those ‘braggarts’ and doubters and is a rally for those with the ‘faith and fire within’ them.  However, you might be better off arguing that the whole poem is sarcastic.  It is not clearly known what Hardy’s views on war were, but the braggarts ‘biting the dust’ and victory that ‘crowns the just’ is a little too triumphant and mock-heroic to fit with Hardy’s normally bleak outlook on life.  It almost implies the naivety of the soldiers and predicts the masses of fatalities to come.

COMPARISONS:

SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 100: In Time of ‘The Breaking of Nations’ by Thomas Hardy
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Continuance of life
· Strength and stability of human/non-human  nature

FORM & STUCTURE:

· Written in three numbered stanzas, each giving a distinct vignette or image of a scene.  Simple rhyme scheme echoes the simplicity of the scenes depicted and the message therein.
OVERVIEW:

A peaceful, thoughtful poem which is more like Hardy’s usual pastoral work.  Written in 1915, Hardy seems to tell us that, despite the horrors of war, life still goes on: the ‘man harrowing clods’ continues to farm, the ‘smoke without flame’ rises naturally forever and the maid continues to look after her  cow (?).  When Hardy says ‘War’s annals will cloud into night/Ere their story die’ he seems to suggest that everyday life and the people who inhabit it will outlive the length of war.  There is certainly a veiled anti-war stance implied.
COMPARISONS:

SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 101: Peace by Rupert Brooke
POET & CONTEXT: 

Rupert Brooke: 1887-1915
Brooke was a First World War poet who never experienced the war first-hand.  He was one of the most successful poets of the period and the strength of his poems paired with his good looks made him a ‘celebrity’.  Brooke was bisexual and experienced well-documented depression and sexual frustration in his twenties.  He travelled with the Royal Navy in 1915 as sub-lieutenant but never fought as he was killed by a mosquito bite en route near Skyros, Greece.
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Bravery/heroism

· Masculinity

· Dissatisfaction with ‘normal life’

FORM & STUCTURE:

· Traditional sonnet form – 14 lines of iambic pentameter.  The rhyme scheme switches between the octet and sestet.  
OVERVIEW:

Brooke suffered badly from depression and his romantic and sexual relationships left him frustrated and dissatisfied.  Peace almost seems to suggest that, with allusions to God, the prospect of war has given him an escape from the frustrations of his life and must be ‘thanked’ for catching his youth and sharpening his power.  He rejects the ‘little emptiness of love’ that he may have experienced in his own life and instead ‘leave[s] the sick hearts’ behind him.  The ‘release’ Brooke refers to at the start of the second stanza is a release from his own life and own mind.  The simple life and death of war is his reference point in the remaining lines. The final line ‘...the worst friend and enemy is but Death’ has a knowing tone suggesting an inevitable sacrifice. The poem is certainly pro-war but has more subtle qualities than many of the other pro-war poems in the anthology.  
COMPARISONS:

The Dead by Rupert Brooke (102)
The Soldier by Rupert Brooke (103)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 102: The Dead by Rupert Brooke
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Death
· Sacrifice/Honour in Death
· Patriotism

FORM & STUCTURE:

· Another of Brooke’s series of sonnets.  Does the rhyme scheme differ from Peace?  
OVERVIEW:

Defiant in the face of death, this sonnet seems to mirror the triumphant bugles of the first line of each stanza.  Brooke uses alliteration on the ‘b’ to ensure the poem begins as it means to go on: full of bluster and celebration.  It is a tribute to the fallen soldiers; a poem that does not mourn them but celebrates their heroism.  These men are not ‘lonely and poor’ but instead dying has made them ‘rarer gifts than gold’.  Brooke pays tribute to the pouring out of the ‘red sweet wine of youth’ referring to the blood shed and to the vigour of their adolescence (remember, many of the soldiers were too young to be called ‘men’).  Those old enough to be fathers had given the sons they left behind ‘immortality’ or, perhaps, achieved it themselves.   The second stanza, like in many of Brooke’s poems, makes religious allusions and the ‘Honour...come back, as a king, to earth’ surely represents Christ’s resurrection.  The soldiers have become Christ-like in Brooke’s eyes.  Finally, Brooke says the sacrifice of life for one’s country restores our ‘heritage’: the ultimate act of patriotism.
COMPARISONS:

Peace by Rupert Brooke (101)

The Soldier by Rupert Brooke (103)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 103: The Soldier by Rupert Brooke
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Patriotism

· Sacrifice/Honour in Death

FORM & STUCTURE:

· Another of Brooke’s series of sonnets.  Does the rhyme scheme differ from Peace?  
OVERVIEW:

One of the most famous poems in the anthology.  This is the final sonnet in Brooke’s series and sums up the themes of patriotism and honour in death better than any other poem in the collection.  Brooke really declares his love for his home country, England is personified throughout and in adulatory tone.  The first-person approach is bittersweet and ironic, especially in the opening line: Brooke did die during wartime, but before he even reached the battlefield after being bitten by a mosquito.   There is a sense of calm and spirituality here: ‘all evil shed away, A pulse in the eternal mind’, implying that with death comes peace and immortality, a link Brooke also makes in Peace and The Dead.  Many famous poets and critics, including Edward Thomas, objected to the sentimentality of the poem and you could argue that it is offensively so.    

COMPARISONS:

Peace by Rupert Brooke (101)

The Dead by Rupert Brooke (102)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 104: The Volunteer by Herbert Asquith
POET & CONTEXT: 

Herbert Asquith: 1881-1847

The second son of Herbert Henry Asquith, the former Prime Minister.  His brother, Raymond, died during the war.  Herbert fought and survived as part of the Royal Artillery.

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Patriotism

· Honour

FORM & STUCTURE:

· Two eight-line stanzas with a simple rhyme scheme (abbacdcd) reflecting the simple message.
OVERVIEW:

The Volunteer was written as part of a recruitment drive before the war.  It is a fascinating insight into the importance of poetry at the time.  It is key to acknowledge Asquith’s own position as a Prime Minister’s son when analysing the poem; he belongs firmly to the ‘establishment’ and, as such, was pro-war through and through.   In the first stanza, Asquith paints the picture of a disgruntled clerk ‘toiling at ledgers in a city grey’, deliberately using dour imagery and the metaphorical  ‘lance’ yet to be ‘broken in life’s tournament’ is an obvious call to arms.  The bleakness of the grey is contrasted with ‘the gleaming eagles’ and ‘horsemen charging under phantom skies’, straight out of the boys’-own comics of the day and the unnamed clerk’s youth.  The clerk braves it out in the second stanza, only to die in battle.  Asquith wants us to know, just as Brooke does in The Dead and The Soldier that death in battle is honourable and he claims the clerk goes on to ‘join the men of Agincourt’.  Asquith seems brutally honest about the chances of survival yet propagandises the death as his ‘high hour’.  The poem is simple but with lots to analyse – it is perhaps the poetic equivalent of those propaganda posters we looked at.
COMPARISONS:

The Dead by Rupert Brooke (102)

The Soldier by Rupert Brooke (103)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 105: Into Battle by Julian Grenfell
POET & CONTEXT: 

Julian Grenfell: 1888-1915

Grenfell was the son of a Lord and attended Eton College.  He died during a shell attack when he was hit by a splinter.  Into Battle was published the day after his death.  In a letter that was written in October 1914, Grenfell wrote "I adore war. It is like a big picnic but without the objectivelessness of a picnic. I have never been more well or more happy."  Grenfell became known as ‘The Happy Warrior’ and was much criticised for his propagandist stance.
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Masculinity/heroism

· Patriotism

FORM & STUCTURE:

· 11 stanzas, 4 lines in each (abab) except the third – 6 lines (ababab)
OVERVIEW:

Using nature to explore the feelings of going ‘into battle’, Grenfell creates an absurdly colourful and exotic take on the war.  It is a stark contrast to the bloody deaths and gas attacks of Wilfred Owen’s later poems.  There is a sense of innocence about the ‘naked earth’ of the first line, the ‘green grass’ and ‘bursting trees’.  It is almost surreally bizarre, surely, to paint such a beautiful, calm image while the poem is set in Flanders, April 1915 (as the sub-title states).  Grenfell seems charged and energised by the war: he embodies the fighting spirit stereotypically assigned to men.  Like Herbert Asquith in The Volunteer we are told that by not being part of the war you are in all ways inferior, or even irrelevant: ‘he is dead who will not fight’.  Grenfell continues his manipulative propaganda alluding to religion: ‘the bright company of Heaven hold him in their high comradeship’ and to the sweetness of nature: ‘the woodland trees...stand to him each one a friend’, ‘the little owls...bid him be swift’.  There is an almost obsessive lust for war here.  Grenfell talks of the ‘joy of battle’ which ‘takes him by the throat, and makes him blind’.  Death is personified here, it ‘moans and sings’, again acknowledging the likelihood of fatality yet ‘Day shall clasp him’ and ‘Night shall fold him in soft wings’.  Consider the poem to be like a postcard home from the front.  How effective do you think such a poem would be at encouraging recruitment?    

COMPARISONS:

Dulce et Decorum Est by Wilfred Owen (140)

In Flanders Fields by John McCrae (106)

The Volunteer by Herbert Asquith (105)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 106: In Flanders Fields by John McCrae
POET & CONTEXT: 

John McCrae: 1872-1918

McCrae was a Canadian poet who was a soldier during the war and a surgeon at the battle of Ypres.  He died of pneumonia while in Boulogne, towards the end of the war.
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Memorial

· Death

FORM & STUCTURE:

· The form is known as a French rondeau – fifteen lines with a repeated refrain and a song-like quality.  Traditionally, rondeau were set to music.  
OVERVIEW:

Perhaps the most famous of all the memorial poems, In Flanders Fields is John McCrae’s only well-known work.  It has a simplicity and lyricism that lends itself well to tributes and the images are vivid and obvious.  It is thought the poem was written the day after the funeral of one of McCrae’s close comrades, while sitting against an ambulance.   The motif of the poppy was inspired by the rapid growth of the flower in the fields of Flanders.  The poem is interesting to analyse.  The opening stanza is clearly a eulogy and tribute to the dead; both poppies and larks as symbols of remembrance.  The ongoing ‘guns below’ demonstrates the continuous, unstoppable war, not pausing to pay tribute to its casualties.  The tragedy is emphasised in the second stanza.  The snuffing out of life is demonstrated: ‘Short days ago/We lived, felt dawn...’ only to now be put to rest.  The third stanza is a rallying cry to those still alive.  It could be argued, therefore, that the poem is propaganda of the most manipulative kind.  McCrae demands we ‘Take up our quarrel with the foe’.  We cannot let the deaths of our loved ones go unpunished.  We are made to feel guilt and responsibility: ‘If ye break faith with us who die/We shall not sleep’: the terrifying realisation that the casualties of war will not rest easily until the enemy is cast aside.
COMPARISONS:

The Soldier by Rupert Brooke (103)
Into Battle by Julian Grenfell (105)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 107: ‘All the hills and vales along’ by Charles Sorley 
POET & CONTEXT: 

Charles Sorley: 1895-1915

Sorley was a Scottish poet who was living and studying in Germany at the time of the outbreak of war.  He returned to England to volunteer and, at the age of twenty and having risen to the rank of captain, became another casualty: he was shot in the head at the Battle of Loos.  Robert Graves describes Sorley as one of the three most important poets to die in the war; the others are Isaac Rosenberg and Wilfred Owen.  Sorley’s only anthology of poetry was published in 1916.  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Joy of life
· Inevitability of death
FORM & STRUCTURE

Simple short lines in rhyming couplets.   The poem has an intentionally jaunty, rhythmic feel intended to mirror the soldiers’ marching.  There is a distinct shift half way through each stanza: it is like verse and chorus.  This is very similar to traditional church hymns.  The final stanza alters the tradition: the ‘chorus’ having six lines instead of four.   
OVERVIEW

Intriguingly different to Sorley’s more famous ‘When You See Millions of the Mouthless Dead...’, this piece is part-triumphant call to arms and part-sombre meditation on death.  The ‘chaps’ who fight ‘are going to die perhaps’:  a basic, casual rhyme almost underplaying the magnitude of their predicament.  In the first line of the second stanza, Sorley urges the soldiers to ‘Cast away regret and rue’, the alliteration is almost jovial and light-hearted.  The patriotic following line ‘Think what you are marching to’ again hints at an inevitable death.  Sorley uses figures such as Jesus Christ and Socrates; men whose lives were sacrificed for their beliefs.  There is a direct parallel here between their deaths and the soldiers’ deaths – fighting for what they believe in.  Barabbas, on the other hand, ‘went his way’.  He is the criminal and the coward; a metaphor for those dissenters at home.  The caesura at the end of the final line of stanza three: ‘So be merry, so be dead’, makes the fate of the men seem inevitable.  In the key final stanza, Sorley returns to the triumphant opening and the ‘ringing swinging glad song-throwing’, a vivid, almost audible evocation of soldier-life.  The contrasting following line is much more muted: ‘when foot/Lies numb and voice mute’, again referencing the soldiers’ deaths.  
COMPARISONS:
Into Battle by Julian Grenfell (105)

In Flanders Fields by John McCrae (106)

SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 108: ‘When you see millions of the mouthless dead’ by Charles Sorley 
POET & CONTEXT: 
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Death/Existence
· Appearance/Sentimentality
FORM & STRUCTURE

The poem is a sonnet in form, although not divided into two separate stanzas.  

OVERVIEW

Sorley’s most famous work is a rather bleak anti-tribute to the dead.  It rejects the notion of remembrance as futile as nothing the living say, do or feel will have any consequence.  It acts as almost an alternative handbook for the recently bereaved in which, instead of pouring out heartfelt eulogies, one should ‘say not soft things’ and ‘give them not praise’.  The poem uses brutal language: the men are ‘mouthless’, ‘deaf’ (or, more exactly dead, therefore not hearing) and they should not know whether your words of kindness are just ‘curses heaped on each gashed head’.  What is more, there are ‘millions’ of them, emphasising the sheer scale of death.  Sorley is almost implying that it is kinder to leave the dead be.  We should not cry, he says, as they have no concern for ‘tears’ or ‘honour’.   Sorley’s advice is blunt.  He says ‘it is easy to be dead’ and we should acknowledge just this: ‘They are dead’.  He brutally rejects the death of a loved one by insisting one declares ‘...many a better one has died before’.  The flicker of familiarity in a crowd, perhaps influenced by the tears and tributes to which Sorley sardonically refers,  is ‘a spook’, unreal and unwarranted.  Death is all ‘for evermore’.   
COMPARISONS:
The Soldier by Rupert Brooke (103)
In Flanders Fields by John McCrae (106)

SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 109: ‘Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries’ by A.E. Housman 
POET & CONTEXT: 

A.E. Housman 1859-1936

Housman was best known for his series of pastoral, rites-of-passage verses ‘A Shropshire Lad’.  ‘Epitaph...’ is probably his only widely known work on the subject of war.

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Mercenaries

· Virtue/Honour

FORM & STRUCTURE

Two short four-line stanzas in rhyming couplets (abab)

OVERVIEW

Addressing the issue of paid soldiers in the war, the ‘mercenaries’ of the British army were often accused of only being interested in the money they were paid, not the good of the country.  Significant German propaganda implied this was the case.  Housman’s retort states that they may have been paid but many are now ‘dead’, their wage counting for nothing in the end.  Housman implies the country was in desperate need of soldiers as ‘heaven was falling’ and the participation of mercenaries helped hold ‘the sky suspended’, much like Atlas, while ‘God abandoned’ the nation.  
COMPARISONS:
Another Epitaph...by Hugh MacDiarmid (110)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 110: ‘Another Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries’ by Hugh MacDiarmid 
POET & CONTEXT: 

Hugh MacDiarmid 1892-1978

Famous, prolific modernist Scottish poet.

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Cynicism

FORM & STRUCTURE

One six-line stanza.  

OVERVIEW

What Housman did in eight lines, MacDiarmid does in six.  This response to poem 109 is an obvious refutation of Housman’s claims.  He is brutal in his condemnation of the so-called mercenaries, decrying their ‘blood money’ and calling them ‘professional murderers’.  There are direct echoes of Housman’s own lines so while Housman claims the soldiers ‘took their wages and are dead’, MacDiarmid claims they  ‘took their blood money and impious risks and died’.  It is stirring, confrontational stuff and not the sort of thing that would have published during wartime.   

COMPARISONS:
‘Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries’ by A.E. Housman (109)

SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 111: ‘Grass’ by Carl Sandburg 
POET & CONTEXT: 

Carl Sandburg 1878-1967

Sandburg was a Pulitzer Prize-winning American poet.  He was called to fight in the Spanish-American war, though never actually fought.  

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Nature

· Remembrance

FORM & STRUCTURE

Free-verse.  Some of you have claimed the uneven line length and slightly odd structure reflects the growing of grass – great!!  

OVERVIEW

A simple, striking poem about the continuation of life despite death being all around.  It is one of the few poems we study that is not just about World War One but about all wars.  It asks for the bodies from a series of battles to be hidden by the growing grass.  In a few years the battlefields will be overgrown and unrecognisable.  It is matter-of-fact about death: Sandburg asks that the bodies are piled high and buried in the earth: ‘shovel them under’.  He is not sentimental about death, just as Charles Sorley in his two poems.  The short closing lines, alone at the end, personify the grass and end on a sombre, desolate note.  

COMPARISONS:
In Flanders Fields by John McCrae (106)

In Time of ‘The Breaking of Nations’ by Thomas Hardy (100)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 112: ‘Range-Finding’ by Robert Frost  
POET & CONTEXT: 

Robert Frost 1874-1963                                                                          
Frost was an American poet famous for his depiction of rural life.  He won the Pulitzer Prize four times and is among the most successful of all American poets.
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Nature

· Quiet/Isolation
FORM & STRUCTURE

A sonnet with a sestet and octave.
OVERVIEW

The ‘range-finding’ of the title refers to the role in which some soldiers would search out the closest enemy in their weapon’s sight and determine the impact of a bullet from such a distance.  In the poem, the bullet of the battle ‘rent[s] a cobweb diamond-strung’ before ‘cut[ting] a flower’.  The poem is calm, quiet and delicate and shows the effect of war on the nature that has no say in its development.  The stillness is exemplified by such phrases as the cobweb being ‘diamond-strung’ and the cables are ‘wet with silver dew’.  The butterfly is ‘fluttering’.  Nature adjusts to the war in a slight, almost imperceptible way and with grace.  The human significance of the war is touched upon only once: the bullet passing has an effect on nature ‘before it stained a single human breast’.  
COMPARISONS:
In Flanders Fields by John McCrae (106)

In Time of ‘The Breaking of Nations’ by Thomas Hardy (100)

Grass by Carl Sandburg (111)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 113: ‘The Death of a Soldier’ by Wallace Stevens  
POET & CONTEXT: 

Wallace Stevens 1879-1955                                                                         

An American modernist who is considered very influential by some.  He did not start writing until quite late in his life, after the end of the First World War.
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Inevitability of Death
· Mourning/Remembrance
FORM & STRUCTURE

Four unrhymed three-line stanzas.  Syllables and line length reduces in each line.

OVERVIEW
Like many of the poems in the first half of the anthology, The Death of a Soldier is about the likelihood of death faced by soldiers during the Great War.  Stevens suggests that life for a soldier ‘contracts’ and ‘death is expected’.  He compares a soldier’s life to the season of autumn; just as the leaves fall from the trees so do the soldiers.  Just as in Sorley’s ‘When You See Millions...’, no grief is required for these dead men as ‘death is absolute and without memorial’.  The wind that has given them life has ceased yet the clouds continue to be blown by it, echoing the continuing themes of Grass and In Time of ‘the Breaking of Nations’. 
COMPARISONS:
‘When You See Millions of the Mouthless Dead...’ by Charles Sorley (108)
In Time of ‘The Breaking of Nations’ by Thomas Hardy (100)

Grass by Carl Sandburg (111)
SAMPLE QUESTION:
POEM 114: ‘Calligram, 15 May 1915’ by Guillaume Apollinaire  
POET & CONTEXT: 

Guillaime Apollinaire 1880-1918                                                                         

French poet and playwright, credited with coining the term ‘surrealism’.  Apollinaire fought in the war and was injured by a serious shrapnel wound to the temple in 1916.  He eventually died of influenza in 1918.  

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Night

· Quiet before the storm

FORM & STRUCTURE

A calligram or shape-poem.  The form is intended to be an effective encapsulation of a moment.  This English translation also contains two conventional  couplets at the start which frame the shapes that follow.  Then there are two further couplets in the shape of a star and a military cannon respectively.  
OVERVIEW

On the surface, a simple enough piece of work with an unusual approach.  Beware!  If you choose to write about it you will certainly need to discuss the reasons behind the form carefully.  The opening line uses a simile to frame the sky as ‘blue and black as ink’; appropriate because of the ink used to write with.  The blue and black may refer also to bruises or injuries sustained.  There is no punctuation in the poem;  instead we move directly on to the darkness and the noise therein: the ‘shell whines over me’.  This is evocative yet simplistic at the same time.  Apollinaire tells us he ‘writes this under a willow tree’, a detail that continues to draw a simple, honest picture.  The star is ‘a punctual gem’: it is reliable and to be treasured and it ‘shines like a rajah’s diadem’.  A rajah is an Indian prince and a diadem is a ceremonial crown.  Again, like so many other poets in this selection, Apollinaire refers to the simple, unshakeable beauty of nature.  He uses the old-fashioned phrasing ‘some lovely she’ to compare the star to a beautiful woman ‘shining on our battery’ – the guns and artillery from the battalion.     

COMPARISONS:
Grass by Carl Sandburg (111)
Range-Finding by Robert Frost (112)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 115: ‘Little Song of the Maimed’ by Benjamin Peret  
POET & CONTEXT: 

Benjamin Peret 1899-1959

The other French poet in the collection, Peret was a fellow surrealist.  Peret served in The Balkans during the war and survived it.  He was a controversial revolutionary in his day and many times escaped jail sentences.

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Futility of war
· Self

FORM & STRUCTURE

One stanza with a sea-shanty feel and repeated choral line.
OVERVIEW

Like Apollinaire, Peret was a surrealist and pushed boundaries.  Little Song of the Maimed’s soldier-narrator asks for our arm to replace his leg after ‘the rats’ ate it at the battle of Verdun.  The rats may be literal rodents or a metaphor for the enemy – either way, the image is supposed to be absurd and shocking.  The narrator then exclaims he ‘ate lots of rats’ himself but as he never had his leg returned his only reward was the ‘CROIX DE GUERRE’ (The Cross of War – a military honour in France and Belgium).  He did get his wooden leg too.  The poem is intended to be humorous and sarcastic, playing on the absurdity of war – the flattering yet meaningless tributes bestowed upon wounded returning soldiers when all they really want back is their dignity.
COMPARISONS:
Another Epitaph... by Hugh MacDiarmid (110)
‘They’ by Siegfried Sassoon (121)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 116: On Being Asked for a War Poem by W.B. Yeats
POET & CONTEXT: 

W.B. Yeats 1865-1939

William Butler Yeats was one of the most famous poets of his generation.  He was born and educated in Dublin.

SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Role of poetry

FORM & STRUCTURE

One stanza, six lines – (aaabbb)

OVERVIEW

A short, satirical piece focusing on the role of the poet during the war.  This is a response to a request by the great American novelist Henry James.  Yeats returned the verse to James with a short preface stating this would be the only piece he would ever write on the subject of war.  Yeats clearly states that war is no place for a poet and his ‘meddling’ is better suited to other matters.  The poem’s inclusion is only really interesting as a juxtaposition to the other poems in the collection – is war really a place for a poet?

In fact, it takes the Easter Uprising, a year later, to change Yeats’ mind as he writes a series of Irish-centric poems on the topic.  

COMPARISONS:
Easter, 1916 by WB Yeats (117)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 117: ‘Easter 1916’ by W.B. Yeats  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· The Easter Rising against British Rule in Ireland
· Heroism/Sacrifice

FORM & STRUCTURE

A longer, more sweeping poem than most.  Four stanzas rhyming abab.

OVERVIEW

The poem is not really about World War One, but there are important references to it, especially Ireland’s close alliance with the British during the ‘call’. Here, in the second of the Yeats poems, he pays tribute to the leaders of the Easter Rising in which Ireland began its escape from British rule.  This particular insurgence was unsuccessful; all sixteen leaders were shot for their part.  He discusses his views of the Irish Republicans in question before the uprising as being nonchalant and of pleasantries, passing them ‘with a nod of the head/Or polite meaningless words’.  In fact, Yeats was opposed to violence in any form.  By the second stanza, however, Yeats carefully describes a number of the rebels in a more reverential tone, from the ordinary woman who became ‘sweet’, ‘young and beautiful’ as she protested for the rights of Ireland, riding with the ‘harriers’ (hounds).  (‘She’ is Constance Markiewicz – a nationalist and suffragette, imprisoned for her role).  Others are also spoken of reverentially, until we get to John MacBride, the man who had married Yeats’ childhood sweetheart Maude Gonne and had been an abusive husband and father.  Yeats calls him a ‘drunken, vainglorious lout’ yet even he is just a ‘part/In the casual comedy’, having been ‘changed in his turn’ and ‘transformed utterly’ by the actions of the Irish heroes. 

 The third stanza is more pastoral and lyrical before returning to the argument in the final stanza.  Only ‘Heaven’ knows when the sacrifices will be enough.  ‘England may keep faith’, Yeats warily hopes, in reference to the promised rewards the Irish would be given for their support during the war.  Yeats goes on to name four of the killed insurgents – a final tribute to their heroism.

One might wonder if it is ironic for Yeats to write about war, given his flippancy in the previous poem.   The events of the Easter 1916 uprising were clearly enough to change his mind.  
COMPARISONS:
All other Yeats poems.
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 118: ‘Sixteen Dead Men’ by W.B. Yeats  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· The Easter Rising against British Rule in Ireland

· Heroism/Sacrifice

FORM & STRUCTURE

Three stanzas.  Unusual rhyme scheme (abcbdb) encourages disjointed reading.

OVERVIEW

Consider this poem to be a kind of sequel to Easter, 1916.  The ‘sixteen dead men’ of the title are the leaders of the Easter Uprising and the poem is a stirring tribute to their bravery.  Yeats is saddened by their death and ponders who will take up the cause now they are dead.  Each stanza poses at least one rhetorical question, with the implication that no men are fit to replace the sixteen.  
COMPARISONS:
Easter, 1916 by W.B. Yeats (117)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 119: ‘An Irish Airman Foresees His Death’ by W.B. Yeats  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Acceptance of death
· Bravery

· Home

FORM & STRUCTURE

Four rhyming quatrains (abab).   Yeats scholar Sarah Cole suggests that the structure of the poem arranges the rhyming words not only on the basis of their sounds but also on their opposing themes as well: "fight/delight, crowds/clouds, mind/behind, and especially breath/death.”
OVERVIEW

A relatively simple, prosaic poem written from the perspective of an Irish pilot.  The airman may have existed and been a close friend of Yeats, but it is not important.  The themes of death and home are key here.  The mentions of Kiltartan, the region of Ireland from which the pilot comes gives us the sense that he is fighting for his homeland, rather than the greater ‘British’ cause.  The pilot thrives on the excitement and thrill of his role: ‘A lonely impulse of delight.’ He is content with the fact he will die and that his life has been changed by the experience of war.    
COMPARISONS:
Into Battle by Julian Grenfell (105)
Reprisals by WB Yeats (120)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 120: ‘Reprisals’ by W.B. Yeats  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Sacrifice

· Patriotism

FORM & STRUCTURE

One stanza with alternate rhyming lines.

OVERVIEW

Yeats writes in third person for this ‘follow-up’ to An Irish Airman Foresees His Death.  This poem allows Yeats to express his own perspective, only hinted at in the aforementioned poem.  There is bitterness and sarcasm here.  ‘We called it a good death’, he pointedly mentions, even though Yeats feels his friend’s death is anything but, fighting for a lost cause in a war he believes was none of Ireland’s business in the first place.  Home is again central here.  Despite being shot down and having ‘an Italian tomb’, he urges the pilot to ‘Flit to Kiltartan Cross’ and return as his fellow countrymen and family are being shot and killed.  It is a passionate and provocative poem.  Yeats asks the dead pilot ‘Where may new-married women sit/And suckle children now?’, presumably referring both to casualties of the Irish uprising and the casualties of war.
COMPARISONS:
An Irish Airman Foresees his Death by WB Yeats (119)

Compare with any poem that serves as an epitaph for a specific person from the war.
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 121: ‘They’ by Siegfried Sassoon  
POET & CONTEXT:
Siegfried Sassoon 1886-1967

One of the most important and influential of all poets in the selection, Sassoon is best known for his satirical anti-war verse.  He was a brave soldier who was initially motivated by true patriotism.  He was put out of action on a number of occasions by injury and met and became close friends with Robert Graves and, more famously, Wilfred Owen.  Sassoon came from a wealthy and well-respected family lineage.  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Religion/establishment

· Propaganda

· Before and after

FORM & STRUCTURE

Two stanzas (ababcc)

OVERVIEW

A scathing satire on the ‘lies’ told by the establishment (here represented by the church) in order to persuade men to fight.  The Bishop feeds the men untruths – that when they return from the war ‘they will not be the same’.  This is true, as the men return changed forever by the brutal experience of the war.  Sassoon uses colloquial language to present the archetypal soldier and his distaste for the church is evident.   

COMPARISONS:
Glory of Women by Siegfried Sassoon (125)
SAMPLE QUESTION:

POEM 122: ‘The Hero’ by Siegfried Sassoon  
SUBJECT & THEMES:

· Religion/establishment

· Propaganda

· Before and after

FORM & STRUCTURE

Two stanzas (ababcc)

OVERVIEW

A scathing satire on the ‘lies’ told by the establishment (here represented by the church) in order to persuade men to fight.  The Bishop feeds the men untruths – that when they return from the war ‘they will not be the same’.  This is true, as the men return changed forever by the brutal experience of the war.  Sassoon uses colloquial language to present the archetypal soldier and his distaste for the church is evident.   

COMPARISONS:
Glory of Women by Siegfried Sassoon (125)
SAMPLE QUESTION:










	20
	



