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CHAPTER III

Charles Sorley (1895 - 1915} lived and wrote during the
first stage of the War, and was killed in the Battle of Locs, well
before the War assumed any apparent dlsmal cutlook. Yet his works
?evealed a mature understanding of the catastrophic¢ nature of the
conflict. In the euthor's opinion, he was a phenomenal discovery of
the ﬁgr, for he was stili 50 young when he produced his war-verse.
John H. Johnsten rates him ag "the mest intellectually brilliant and
percePtiﬁe of the English war poets." He was only twenty whenlkdlled,
50 there asre not toc many war poems Ey him. Three of his best ones,
written in the midst of patrictic excitement when the conflict was
only eight weeks old, reveal a philoscphic insight intoe the true

nature of the VWer.

It is a sin in a man to write of the world before he has
known the world, and the failing of every poet up till
now has been that he hes written of what he loved to
imagine but dared nct experience.l

The extent to which he was at odds with the tendencizs that
marked the Georgian resort to sentiments and sensibility can ke

cseen in his letter:

The voice of our poets and men of letters ia finely
treined and sweet to hear; it teems with sherp saws
and rich sentiment:...,it pleases, it flatters, it
charms, it soothes; it is a living lie.@

Speaking of Herdy's Setires of Circumstances in a letter
deted November 30, 191#,.Snrley remarks:

Curiously encugh, I think that"Egghﬂhqqﬁaggh_ﬂggx"_is
the most arid poem in the book, besldes being untrus
of the gentiments of the renksmen going to war.
"Wictory crowns the just' is the worst line he ever
wrote... and unworthy of him who had always previcusly
disdained to insult Justice by offering it a material
crown like Vigtory.



48

7 "
As a result, in All The Hills And Vales Along, there is

no inspirational appeal or celebration of "visible virtues', nor
is there any romantic self-contemplation. Fully aware of the
practical effects of the War, he urges the soldiers en route to
the battle to be joyful,

All the hills and vales along
Earth is bursting into song,
And the singers are the chaps=—
Who are going to die perhaps.

0 sing, marching men,

Till the walleys ring apain.

Give your gladness to earth's keeping,
S50 be glad, when you zre sleeping.

Death is inevitable and far from being heroic; but keep in
mind that "little live, great pass'". Sorley's Nature remains aloof,
indifferent to human misery?

Earth that never doubts nor fesrs
Earth that knows of death, not tears,
Earth that bore with joyful ease
Hemlock for Socrates.

Earth that hlossomed and was glad
*Neath the ¢ross that Christ had,
5hell rejoice and hlossom too

fiken the bullet reaches you.

Since they cannot call forth sympathy from anywhere, they
must cheer up. At any rate, they ars to die, they had better die
happily.

On, marching men, on

fo the Gates of Death with songs.

Sow your gladness for earth's reaping
2o you may be glad, though sleeping.
Strew your gladness an earth's bed,

S0 be merry, so be dead.

Here, he sees the War in terms of the young man who must

fight it.
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Iﬁ'TQ_ﬁgé@g@gJ‘Eorley demenstretes an understanding of the
historical significance pf the e¢risis which was unigue amonSJ the
}ounger war poets. While in Germany for a brief pericd of study
abroad before entering Oxfeord, Sorley had developed his sense of
objectivity and critical detachment to a remarkable degree. The
detachment permitted him to view both Germany's and England's cause

with syperior understanding.

It zeems to me that Germany's only fault is 2 lack of real
insight and sympathy with those who differ from her...

I regard the War as cne between sisters, between Martha

and Mary, the efficient and inteolerant against the casual

and sya@pathetic. Bach side has wvirtus for which it is
fighting, and each has that virtue's supplementary vice.

And I hope that whatever the material result of the

conflict, it will purge the twe virtues of their vices 3
and effi¢iency and tolerance will no‘longer be incompatible.

"Eg_ﬂggmgnx"gonvE3s the same idea:
VWhen it is peace, then we may view again
With new-won eyes each other's truer form
And wonder. Grown mere loving-kind and warm
We'll prasp firm hands and laugh at the ¢old pain,
When it is peace.

But before peace comes, "...the storm/ the darkness and the
thunder rain®,*

In the same poem, the poet values his experiences in Germany
end tries to account for the tragic element in the conflict of
national interests. Both sides are blind as teo the possible conse-
gquence of the War., They want to make good the cause that they
believe to be just. Germany, like England, believed that her army
was unbeatable,"..,his (German} ope dream and thought is how

quickest %o die for his countrm”% He =saw nothing but "the future

bigly plann=d"”. England, on the other hand, declared,'"we st
2

win,for our cause is Jjust'. Thus, Sorley presents an image of
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v ogropers both through fielde of thought confined
We stumble and we do not understand.
You only saw your future bigly planned,
And we, the tapering paths on our own mind,
And in each other's dearest ways we stand, >
And hiss and hate. 4And the blind fight the blind. w”
Sorley impartially made out that both sides "don't yet
see that what they comsider is being done for the goed of the
world may be really being done for self-glurificatiomﬁmﬁ
In another poem, Sorley fof§5easthe-misery that the War
will eventually produce, and the pointlessness of it all.
& hundred million thousand mites we go
Wheeling and tacking o'er the eternal plain,
Some black with death—a2nd some are white with woe. _
wWho sent us forth¥ VWhe takes us home azain? L
The peet is wondering who is responsible for the fate of
them; miserable "mites". He strongly doubis that there is any
sense at all in the waging of war, "And there is emptiness and
_drink end power-'.”
) th o
In the first of the Two Sonnets, Scorley again talks about
the millions who are doomed to die. They are not indifferent to
this fact, though they %"tried /to live as if your (Death's}
presence unaware’.” The idea of death, morsover, is no longer
associated with conventional spiritual comforts. The life after
death is by nco means a hetter alternative, if the soldiers can ke

gaid to have ever been offered o choice.

vos NOW in every road on every side
We see your straight and steadlast signpost there.

I thiok it like that signpost in my land,

Hoary and tall, which nointed me to go

Upward, inte the hills, on the right hand,

WWhere the mists swim and the winds shriek and blow,
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A homeless land and friendless, but a land
I did not know and that I wished to know.

Sorley's digction and imagery emphasizes the contrasts he
seeks to establish between Brooke's romantic self-conscious in-
terpretation of death in battle and his own tragie intuitions, now
gonfirmed by his intreduction to the realities of ftrench warfare.
For Sorley, death is a complete and final separation frem all
aspects of physical life.

Such, such is Death: no triumph: no defeat:
Only an empty pail, a slate rubbed clean,
4 merciful puttipg away of what has been.
And thi= we know: Death is not Life eifete,

life erushed, the broken pail. We who have seen
So marvellous things know well the end not yet.

Yictor and vanguished ars a-cne in death:
Coward and brave : friend, foe. Ghosts do not say
"Come, what was your record when you drew breath?”
In a way Sorley was saying that Brocoke's list of sacrificed
pleasures and joys is irrelevant to the soldiers who must die,

his'record' will be hlotted out forever.

"¥nen You See Millions OF The Moutnless Dead presents Sorley

o A

as the first of the war poets to perceive that in a conflict based
on mere human attritien the loss of buman 1life bore a sacrificial
aspect that could no longer be treated in conventional elegiacs
terms.

When you see millicns of the mouthless dead

Aergss your dreams in pale battalions go,

Say not soft things as other men have said,

That you'll rememher. For you need not so.

Give them not praise. For, deaf, how should they
know

It is not curses heaped on each gashed head?

Nor tears. Their blind eyes see not your tears flow,
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Nor honour. It iz sasy to be dead.

Say only this, "They are dead”.” Then added thereto,
"Yet many a better one has died hefore'.”

Then, scanning over all the ¢'ercrowded mess, should you
Perceive one face that you loved heretofore,

It is a spook. None wears the face you know.

Great death has made all his for evermore.

Rehert Graves decided teo enlist as socon as England declared
war because he hoped to delay his entering Oxford; the other reason
was that he was outraged by Germany's cynical act. Upon his
parents' ¢onsent, he entered the War, believing that he was doing
the "right thingd. Nevertheless, because of the German side of his
family, Graves was far from thinking that he was in a "heroic war

Ti'?

against diabolic enemiesl. He did not expect much of the War, from
the start. . He was aware that one could not be idealistic about any war
Hof attrition'. BSassoon said that Graves had "a first-rate nose for
any thing nasty from the startﬂﬂa S0 his attitudes towards tlre

enemy, the officers, the ecivilian, oddly individual at the beginning

aof the War, were by no means changed when it drew elose to an end,

and when they were found s¢ much in keeping with the realities.

His autobiography, Coocdbye to All That, reveals that, despite

his "Prussian raticnalism", he a2lse had the 'nensense' of the youth,
so0 grateful for being sent out to France pretty soon after his
training at the depot. He found that officers were not very likable,
giving an apparent instance ol two miners who disliked their sergeant
so much that they decided to kill him. They were finally court-
martialled and shet for having shot the company sergeant-major whom
they mistook for the sergeanft. The anti-commanding staff was

prevailing when he was initiated to billet life.
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From first-hand experiences, he learned that most officers
were readily inclined to pul the blame on the men for each failure.
The men were so often senternced for desertion or other demonstration
of tﬁeir Ncold-feetinge! Sometimes it was not fair. A certain
amount of consideration should have been set aside for ‘fright'.

Tﬁe men could lose head and turn tail through panic. He once re-
fused to take part in the courtmartialling of 2 sergeant.
If 1 refused, I should be courtmartialled myself, and &
recgonstituted court would sentence the sergeant to death

anyhow. Yeit I could not sign a death-verdict for an offence
which 1 might have committed myself in the same circumstances:

9

He'maqaged to evade the dilemma. & captain was willing enocugh
to take his place. At a2 safe distance, the officers wanted to run
the machine as planned, but unfortunately, -its constituents could
net always keep up with their will; they were human and wulneirable,

This early impressicn of the self-ingratisting commanding
staff was of some use to him in his subsequent army life. He found
bis new company-commander quite tolerable. Graves had always
expected the worst kind of officers; but here was a captain, very
efficient though younger than himself, who never was authoeritative,
and always took Jjunior officers inte his ¢onfidence., A dependable
company-commander was like a hoon to the troops. & mére mention of
his name, Captain Tunn, was already invigorating. Under his com-
mand, ons c¢ould be sure never to be sacrificed at random. His pre-
conceived cpinion led him to appreciate the smallest confidence
that a single man c¢ould cultivate.

Graves was ordered to many regiments, but he had ne problems

with his acquaintances. He was not especially intimate with anybody
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except Siegfried Sassoon. He was in fact comparatively happy, for
he expected the whole war business to be uglier than it actually
was. He bore no grudge against his second-in-command who punished
him for having dismissed a parade before his permission:

This wa3 not & particular act of spite agajinst me, but an

incident in the general game of 'chaszing the warts', at

vhich 21l conscientious senior officers played, and

honestly intended to make us better soldiers.lC

In his scobriety, he understood that the War kad upset the

¢ssential equilibrium of mind. In this kind of situation, it was
advisable to overlock any actions that might be considered lapses
from good forms in peacetime, and be contented.

The authcr thinks "sobriety" was the keyword of Graves' character as

revealed in Geodbye to All That, and also of his writing. Unlike

Grenfell and Sassoon, he was not blinded with joy or angry hatred.
He was not guite certain whether the War was justifiable after all.
But it was unavoidable; and what could be made of it: that was the
more important gquestion.

The War had done eway with the significance of
Npatriotisms.”

As 'Blighty', a geograpbical concept, Great Britain was a
guiet, easy place for getting baek out of the present
foreign misery; but as a nation it inc¢luded not only the
trench-soldiers themselves and those who had gons home
wounded, but the staff, Army Service Corps, lines of
communication troops, base units, home~service units, and
all civilians down to the detested grades of jourmalists,
*starred' men exempted from enlistment, conscientious
cbjectorzs, and members of the Government.t

As Professcor Pinto indieated in Crisis in English Peetry,

the War cut across the old horizontal line, making vertical division



ef "Mation At Home" and "Hation Gverseasgﬂ 4ind sonchow the
comﬁunity on the Gontinent Eo% together not against the enemy,
"~ but against the people at home, who remained ignorant of and
indifferent to the War and jts miseries.

Greves regarded the Germans as another people suifering from
the same kina of situaticen, Their country called for their service,
and they had to carry out their duty. When off duty, nevertheless,
they were eager encugh to make friends. GQraves' Germans were so
humane and understanding. Besides many "exchanges of courtcsies”
with the British, the Germans more than once allowed the British
vicunded to be taken care of near the German line. In additior to
instances of German generous behavioury Graves tried to defend them
against tha Allied accusations.

Propaganda reports of aatrocities were, it was agreed,
ridiculous. We remembered that while the Germans could commit
atrocities against enemy civilians, Germany itself, except
for an early Rugsian cavalry raid, had never had the
enemy on her s0il. We no longer believed the highly-
coloured accounts of German atrocities iniBelgium} knowing
the Belgians now at first~hend. By mtrocities we meant,
specifically, rape, mutilation and tortureenot sunmary
shootings of suspected spies, harbourers of spies, or
disobedient local ofificialz. JXf the atrocity«list had to
include the accidental-on-purpose bombing or machine-
gunning of civilians from the air, the Allied were now
committing as many atrocities as the Germans. French and
Belgien ¢ivilians had often tried to win our sympathy by
exhibiting mutilationg of children-stumps of hande and
feet, for instance-representing them as deliberate,
fiendish atrocities when, as likely as not, they were
merely the result of shell-Ffire. e did not believe rape
to be any more commel on the Gerpan side of the line than
on the Allied side. And since a bully-beef diet, fear of
death, and absence of wives made ample wrovision of wowmen
necassary 1n the occupied areas, nc doeubt the German army
anthiorities provided brothels on the principal French
towns behind the line; es the French did on the Allied
sidsider 12 o :
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To Graves, the Allies were egually guilty of atrocities
against the enemy civilians, especially women and children, ard
prisoners, as the Germans. Moreover,

The presence of semi-¢ivilized coloured troops in Eurocpe
was, from the German point of view, we knew, one of the
chief Allied atrocities.

Just to have his usuzl tin of jam, a Turcos was willing
enocugh to go twenty miles to cut 5 "Fritz" head. Graves was
reluctant to kill the surprised Germans and was often reprimanded
for refraining from so doing. However, because of his efficient
commanding, he was not without people who looked up to him with
Jealousy., But he took it easy. He was inﬁhuman community. £nd
jealousy was & most characteristic of human atiributes.

Instead of putting under arrest a second-lieutenant who made
a nasty remark in public about "jumped up captains', he gquoted at
him the conscling lines:

0 deem it pride, not lack of skill,

That will not let my sleeves increase.
The morning and the evening still

Have but one star apiece,

Of the eiwvilians, he did not have very high opinion. IJuring
the Somme foeniive, he was grieviously wounded in the lungs for
which he was, by soame mistzke, reported dead. Vhile hospitalized
at Highgate, he was much disgusted by the civilian smateur mili-

tarism and jingoism. Though he was brief in his words, he c¢o2ld

make himself clearly understood.
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England locked strange to us returned soldiers. We could
not understand the war-madrness that ran wild everyvhere,
looking for a pseudo-military outlet. The civilians
talked a foreign language; and it was newspaper language.
I found serigus conversation with my parents all but
impossible.d

He then quoted a typical document of the time, the meszage
of "1ittle mother™ to Y“the pacifists', '"the bereaved" and ts "the
trenchesaﬁ'

To the Editer of 'The Horning Post!

8ir,-Az a mother of an only c¢hild-——a son who was early and
eager to do his duty-—may 1 be permitted to reply to Tommy
fitkins, wheose letter appsared in your issue of the 9th
inst? Perhaps he will kindly convey to his friends in the
trenches, not what the Government thinks, ncot what the
Pecifists think, tut what the mothers of the British race
think of our fighting men. It is a veoice which demands to
be heard, seeing that we play the most important part in
the history of the world, for it is we who 'mother the men’
who have te upheld the honour and traditions not only of
our Empire but of the whole civilized world.

To the man who pathetically calls himself a ‘common soldiex!,
may I say that we women, who demand to be heard will tolerate
no such ¢ry as 'Peacei Peace!® where there is no peace. The
corn that will wave over land watered hy the bleood of cur
brave lads shall testify to the future that their hlood was
not spilt in vain. We need no marble monuments teo remind
us. We only need that force of character hehind all motives
to see this monstrous werld tragedy brought to a wvicterious
ending, The blood of the dead and the dying, the bleood of
the 'common soldier' from his slight wounds' will not cry

te us in vain. They have all done their share, and we, as
woieenly, will do ours without murmuring and without complaint.
Send the Pacifists to us and we shall very soon show them,
and show the world, that in ocur homes at least thers shall
he not "sitting at home warm and cosy in the winter, cocl
and "comfy" in the summen'. There is only one temperature
for the women of the British race, and that is white heat,
With those who disgrace their sacred trust of motherhood

we hawve nothing in common. Our ears are not deaf to the

cry that iz ever ascending from the battlefield from men of
flesh and blood whose indomitable courage is borne to us,

50 Lo speak, on every hlast of the wind. We women pass on
:the human amsunition of 'only sons' to f£ill up the gaps, so
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That when the 'common secldier' looks back before going
'over the top' he may see the women of the British race at
his heels, reliable, dependent, uwncomplaining.

The reipnforcements of women are, therefore, behind the
'eommon soldier'. We gentle-nwtured, timid sex did not
want the War. It is no pleasure to us to have gur homes
made desclate and the apple of ocur eye taken away. Ue
would socner our levable, promising, rellicking boy stayed
at school. We would have much preferred to have gone on
in a light~hearted way with our amusements and our hobbies.
But the bugle call came, and we have hung up the tennis
racquet, we've fetched our laddie from schoel, we're put
hilsscap away, and we have wrapped them all in a TUniecn
Jack and locked them up, to bhe taken out only aiter the
War tc be looked at. A 'common soldier' perhaps, did
not count on the women, but they have their part to
play, and we have risen to our responsibility. We are 15
proud of our men, and they in turn have to be proud of us.

Referring to this letter, a '"berecaved mother' wrote:
I have lost my two dear %oys, but since I was shown the
‘Tittle Mother's' heautiful letter, a resignation too
perfect to deseribe has ¢almed all my aching sorrow, and
I would now gladly give my sons twice over ',
crverything was self~flattering, sweetsounding and sentimental.
People at home knew of bloodshed, but they did not understand whaf
the fighting cost the soldiers emoticnally. There was nothing
dreadﬁul or tormenting about a life being suddenly taken away. What
actually fortured them was the miserable periods hetween life and
death. To the.”Little Hotheru:‘death was a supreme sacrifice. Ies,
anybody could readily make this.sacrifice; but death, in the Var,
was too good, after all. OUne was finished once and fﬁr all. In
despondency, this was a salvation, almost longed for.
Graves thought of the War as somsthing he had to fight all
right. Az late as 1917, he felt that the War should be put te an
end. He disapproved of Lloyd George's "Win-fthe War! Coalition

Government.
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We (he and Sassoon) no longer saw the War as one between
trade-rivals: its continuance seemed merely a sacrifice
of the idealistic younger generation to the stupidity and
self-protective alarm of the elder.

Graves entirely agreed with Sassoon about the M"political
errors and imsincerities=." But he believed that his friend's
vehement protest would certainly be of no avail. More things had
to be considered than the strength of thiz case against the
politicians. For one thing, nobody would follow his example,
either in England or in Germany. "The War would inevitably g0 on
and on until one side or the other cracked“fl3

He persuaded Sassoon to appear before the medical board:

"it was no use offering common sense to the insanef’thia being what
Graves told his friend. The fellow scldiers would surely accuse
him of letting the regiment down. The army could only read his
letter of prptest as cowardice, or at the best as a lapse from good
foerm. Then Graves applied for permission to give evidence as a
friend of the patient.

Mach against my will, I had toappear in the role of a

patriot distressed by the mental collapse of a brother-

in~armg—a ¢ollapae directly due to his magnificent

exploits in the trenches. I mentioned Siegfried's

'hallucinations' of corpses strewn along on Piccadilly.

The irony of having to_arguc to these mad old men that

Sﬂgfried was not sane!l?

Sassoon did not suffer the penalty that his letter invited
because of Graves' efforts to persuade some people in authority to
take a sympathetié view and to consider the affair in a reasonable

light: the man had a nervous break-down, so to speak. Much wes also

due .to Sassoon's distinguished service in the War. This was a
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“Hilitary Cross awardee, not a conscientious objector. The fact
provided him with some excusea.

As already indicated, Graves was a sober soldier and lcoked
at things with judiclal eye. He was also very practical. An
instance was when he said that one had got to be calculating in order
ta survive the War. He himself, Graves related, always avolded
being uwnnecessarily exposed to the enemy. When leading a patrolor
a working party acroes No-Han's-Land, he arranged it in such a way
that if he was hurt, it would not be in the head, which would be
mortal, 1f one could, one should net try to get injured while the
dressing-station was very busy, or when it was so far away from
where they were fighting. If was wise to have a wound that wculd
get one sent back to the "Blighty"; but one had to be especially
cautious that the wound would net kill oneself prematurely.

Graves disapproved of the Church, the existence of whose
representatives being so out of place in the army. What he did net
like was that the priests usually made their duty an excuse {or
avoiding to take part in thz trench activities. He was almost
blasphemous in a passage:?

For Anglican regimental chaplains we had litile respect.
If they had shown one-tenth the courage, endurance, and
eother human qualities that the regimental doctors showed,
we agreed, the British Expeditionary Force might well
have started & religious -wevival., But they had not,
being under orders to avold getiing mixed uwp with the
fighting and to stay behind with the transport. Soldiers
¢ould hardly respect 2 chaplain who obeyed these orders,
and yet not one in fifty seemed sorry to pbey them,
Occasionelly, on a gquiet day in a quiet sectory the
chaplain would make a2 daring afterncon visit to the support

line and distribute a few cigarettes before hwrying back
But he was always much to the fore in the rest-billets,
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Sometimes the celonel would summon him to come up with
the rations and bury the day's dead; he would arrive,
speak his lines and shoot off again.c®

Graves far more liked the Roman Gatholic¢ chaplains because

they never failed to do "all that was expected of him and nmorei”

Jovial Father Gleeson of the Munsters, when all the
officers were killed or wounded at the first battle of
Ypres, had stripped off his black badges angl taking
command of the survivors, held the line;...

It was worthwhile to have priests in the troops; in a
precarious existence; they needed somecne to somehow guarantees that
if they died fighting for & good c¢ause, at least they would be
excused a great many years in Purgatory. They had had so much of
it on earth, The priests, however, should profess themselves as
-reliable not only in preparation for the life after death, but also
when immediate needs arose. Actually speaking, pure religion did
not matter so much there as its illusory effects. Graves never
could tolerate the chaplains who were good only at talking of Christ,
His miraculous performances and how to please Him.

Hardly one soldier in & hundred was inspired by religious
of even the crudest kind. It would have been diffiecult to
remain religious in the trenches. A regular sergeant...
had recently told me that he did not hold with religion

in time of war. He said that the niggers (meaning the
Indians) were right in officially relaxing their religiocus
rules in fighting. ‘And all the damn nonsense, sir...that

we read in the papers, sir, about how miraculous it is
that the wayside crudifixes are always getting shot at,

but the figure of our Lerd Jesus somehow don't get hurt,
it fairly mokes me sick'.22

Graves' manner in giving accounts of the War was such that,

despite frequent quotations frop diaries which give more reality

to the narration, we cannot feel real participation in the action.
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did deseribe some demoralizing scenes: when a battle was just

over, for instance:

The

he

After the first day or two the corpses swell and stank.
I vomited more than once while superintending the
carrying. Those we c¢ould not get in from the German
wire continued to swell until the wall of the stomach
collapsed, either naturally or when punctured by a
bullet; a disgusting smell would float acgross. The
colour of the dead faces changes from white fo yellow-a
grey, to.red, to purple, to green, to black, to slimy.

guthdr findd him remote and impersonal. There was one death that
felt deeply.

My breaking point was near now, unless something haprened

to stave it of f. Not that I felt frightened... I never

would. Not would ERE breakdown come as insanity; I did

not have it in me.

He just felt "empiy™ and "lost". He did not go out on

patrol logking for Germans to kill for revenge like 3azsoon. His

reserve gould make many think that the War had made no impressicn

on

him at all. The following quotation can probably make the

reader of Hobert Graves undersfand him more correctly.

In November came the Armistice, I heard at the same time
of Frank Jones-Batesmen, whe had gone back apgain just
before the end, and Wilfred Owen, who often used to send
poems from France, Armistice-night hysteria did not

touch our camp much,... The news sent me out walking alone
along the dyke above the marshes of Rhuddland...cursing
and sobbing and thinking of the dead.

Siegfried's famous poem celebrating the Armistice began:

Everybody suddenly burst out zinging,
And I was filled with such delight
hs prisoned birds might find in freedom...

25

But 'everybody' did not include me.
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Like Sorley and Graves; Edmund Blunden has to be separated
from the other writers of the First World War. Though he was ex-
tremely sensitive to the violence and cruelty of the War, he hardly
let them disturb his vision and peoetic reserve.

Blunden entered the War too late for any idealism. He had
been in charge of a squad of men just recovéred from injury when he
was called to the Front. From what he learned from tﬁe convalescling
soldiers, he could not be very optimistic about the War. Though the
Yar would reclaim them all after a brief release, though the War was
'a jealous wary a lang—lastingiﬁiit had to be attended to.

The effect of the ysars of war on his sensibility is told in

Undertones of War. Wisely, the bock was mot writfen until years

after, in 1928, when he attained some emotional detachment. The
author creates moments of human weste, and emphasizes war a; an's
greatest error, not by uncontrolled disparagement, but by quiet
understatement.

The joyful path away from the line, on that glittering
summer morning, was full of pictures for my infant

war-mind. History and nature were heginning to harmonize

in the guiet of that sector. In the orchard through which
we passed immediately, waggons had been dragged together
once with casks and farm pear to form barricades; I felt
that they should never be disturhed mgain, and the memorial
raised near them to the dead of 1915 implied a cloged
chapter, The empty farm housses were not yet effigies of
agony or mounds of punished, atomized materimls; they could
still shelter, and they dids Their hearths could still beil
the pot. Acres of self-sown wheat glistened and signed zs we
wound our way between, wllere rough scattered pits recorded

a hurried firing-line of long ago. Life, life abundant sang
here and smiled; the lizard ran warless in the warm dusty
and the ditches were trembling quick with odd tiny fish, in
worlds as remcote as Saturn.

Artistically, Underteones af War, is an integrated werk that
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avoids the episodice. The author tries to stay in the backgrouad;
the reader hears c¢omparatively little of his own reactions.

Presently the driezle was thronging down mistily again,

and shelling grew more regular and searching. There were

a number of concrete shelters along the trench, and it was
not hard to see that tlelir dispossessed makers were
determined to do them in. Qur dector, an Irish-man named
Gatehell, whe seemad utterly to scorn such annoyances as
Krupp, went out to find a much discussed hottle of whisky
which he had left in his medical post. He returned, the
bottle in his hand, 'Now, you toping rascals'=-a thump like
a thunderbeolt stcopped him. He fell mube, white, face dowao,
the bottle still in his lhand; 'Ginger' Lewis, the unshakable
adjutanty; whose face I chanced to see particularly, wenit ac
chalky=-white; and collapsed; the Colonel, shaking and
staring, pasced me as I stooped to pull the doctor out,

and tottered, not knowing where he was going, along the
trench. This was not surprising. ©Over my seaty at the
entrance, the direct hit had made a gash in the concrete,
and the place was full of fragments and dust. The shell
struck just over my head, and I supposed it was a 5.9. But
we hed escaped, and cutside, scared from some shattersd nool,
a number of fieldmice were peeping and turning as though

as puzzled as ourselves. A German listening=-set with its
delicate valves stood in the rain there, too, unfractured.
But these details were perceived in a flashy and meanwhile
shells were coming down remorselessly ell aleng our alley.
Other direct hits cccurred. Hen stopd in the trench under
their steel hats and capes,y resigned to their fate. A
veterinary surgeon, Gatfieldy with his drell, sleepy,
profoundly kind manner, filled the docter's place, and
attended as best he could to the doctor and the other
wounded. The continuous and ponderous blasts of shell segmed
to me to imply that an stfack was to be made on us, and
being now more or leas the only headquarters officer
operating, after an inconclusive conference with the Golonel,
I sent the 5.0.5. to the artillery; the telephone wire went
almost immediately afterwards. Qur wonderful artillery
aneweredy and at length, the pulverizaticon of our place
slackened, to the relief of the starting nervessss

His comrades, in the streong bend that cap tie strangers
together under uncertainties and dangers, are the central fipures;
Colonel Harrison, especiaslly,; whom he believed to be tbe 'greatest

discovery' of the War.
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We suffered much from death and wounds, but still there
existed a warm fraternity, a family understanding for a
large propertion of thosze who saw the Somme battle together
still formed the cordial opinion of the battalion. Harrison,
with his gift of being friend and commander alike to all his
legion, was at our headieveryone was outwardly ¢ensorious
and inwardly happy when he paraded the battifton by the

bleak hop=garden at Ylanertinghe for arms drill. It mas
cold, but he put life inte ws, and there is a religious

or poetic element in perfecting sven one's dressing by

the righte..

An extract from War Autcbiography,

War might ma%e his worst grimace,

And still oy mind in armour good

Turngd aside in every place

And ‘saw bright day through the black wood:
There the lyddite vapoured foul,

But there I got myself o rose;

By the shrapnelled lock I would prowl

To see below the proud pike doze,

characterizes Blunden as a soldier=-pcet. ﬂe was said o be the

eost light~hearted of the World War I poets, never allowing eﬁntinnal
forces of the War te affect his attitide and viswalization. Hlunden
himself knew th%t he had been like ®*a c¢hild who was heppy with a hag
of sweetsj?tlhen he dealt with the War in Under-toneg of War., But

-

he thought that " the happiness of life does not altogether depend

Y-
on its being without agony,® Later in his Preface to Under~tones

of War, he says, "There were times when, with all that had passed

o

and all that was obviously impending in our wminds, we could be
astonishingly ﬁappﬁ?f His war poetry bears this out.

Blunden was well aware of the pity of suffering and death
brought about by the War. TYet; he was not cobsessed with hatred of
it. His poetry is not preconceived in a negative attitude., He has

no cobviously curative purposs. His anger is rarely outrageous and

his irony is rar®lycynical.
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The chapel at the crossways bore no scar,

Nor near had whining covey of shells y=t pounced,

The calm saints in the chapel knhew no war,

No meaning there the horizon's roars announced;
We halted, and were glad; the country lay
After our merching like a sabbath day.

sesit seemed sin to soil $he harmonicus air

With the parade of weapons built te kill.

But now a flagged car ¢ame ill=-omened thers.

The crimson=mottled monarch, shocked and shrill,
Sent on our peor sentry scampering for his gun,
Made hie once more 'the terror of the Hun'.

T T
(The Sentry's Mistake)

The poet was not swept through with the eerly romantic
idealism; still,; his verses de¢ not confine themselves to the crude
details of suifering and death. He ia more interested in the ema-
ticnal impacts; in the 'undertones' of the War. A4nd his work is by
ne means less expressivé of the necessary tragic import than those
of the outspolksn poets.

Days or eternities like swelling wawes

Surge ony and still we drudge in this dark maze,
The bombs and coils aud ecans by strings of slaves
Are bound: to serve the coming day of days;

Fale sleep in slimy cellars scarce allays

With its brief blank the burden. Look, we lose;
The sky is gone; the lightless drenching haze

Of rainsterm chills the bone; earth, air are foes,
The black fiend leaps bricke-red as life's last picture goes.

"(Preparations for Vigtory)”

In Undertones of War, he is much of an observer-participant.

In the passage previocusly guoted, we can see that he describes his
three shell-stunned companions without the slightest hint of his
own feelings or =zensations. He is less detached emotionally din
his poems. A3z the sconsumption of humen life increased in raoidity

and desperation; for instance, the poet has to cheer himself up.
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My soul, dread not the pestilence that hags

The valleys; ﬁiinch not you, my body young,

At these great shouting smokes and snarling Jjags

Of fiery iron; as yet may not be flung

The dice that c¢laims you., Manly move among

Theze ruins, and what you must do, do well;

Logk, here are gardens, there mossed boughs are hung

With apples whose bright cheek none might excel,

And there's a house as y=t not shattered by a shell.
"(Preparations for Vietory)"

Blunden iz a pastoral post. He tock great delight in the
evocation of simple rural scenes, and especially of the ordered
processes of nature and humap life, the departure from which the
Yar had necessitated, By resorting to symbols of the normal peace-
time world, the poet can retain some degree of c¢omposure. Out of
this inner struggle comee &n imperative for actiom that is not
simple patrictism but a conrage horn of a sense of tragic necessity

and a basic need to assert the human will in the face of brufality:

The body, poor unpitied Caliban,
Parches and sweats and pgrunts to win the name of Man.

Blunden highly values the harmony and the heauty of Nature.
He mentions disagreeable realities of the destruction hy the inhuman
mechanism of war, not for their own sake, but to emphasize the tragie
point that aspects of Nature had cruelly undergone an alteratién for
the worst. Romantically, he gives human feelings and emctions to
both animate and imanimate nature.
The tired air groans as the heavies swing over, the
river-hollows boom;
The shell-fountains leap from the swamps, and with
wild{ire and fume

The shoulder of the chalkdown convulses.
Then jabbering echoes stampede in the slatting wood,

Emher-black the gibbet treas like hones ar thormns
protruds



‘From the peiscnous smoke-past all impulses,

To them these silvery dews can never again be dear,

Nor the blue javelin~-flame of thunderous noons strike
fear.

H{Thiepvgl Wood )

His cherished Nature 2ssumes its most peoignant aspects when
soldiers are permitted brief interludes of rest in areas behind the
Iront lines.,

How they crowded the harn with lusty laughter,
Hailed the pierrots and shock each shadowy rafter,
Bven could ridicules their own sufferings,
Sang as though nothing but joy came after!
Ir
(At Senlis Once)"

Blunden's calm sympathy, contrelled presentation, and his
ocecasional tragic insight may be due to the fagt thet he wviews the
War &as designed by a superintending power. In"ﬂqme_ﬂn My Luukgulgﬂﬁﬁ
the sight of 2 wounded soldier confirms the brutal reality of the
demoralizing war of attrition.

Here limps poor Jock with a gash in the poll,
His red bleood now is the red i1 see,
The swooning white of him, and that red!
These bombs in boxes, the craunch of shells,
The pecond-hand flitting round; ahead!
It*s plain we were vorn for this, and naught else.

‘Isaac Rosemberg enlisted with the Suffolk Bantam Regiment in
1915, His motives reflect resignation rather than patriotic en-
thusiasw. In & letter to Edward HMarsh, he said: "Nothing can justify
war. I suppose we must all fight to geit the trouble over,*. 411 his
trench poems are te besr out this early remark.

Though he could find no justification for this "peculiarly

human activity® and was consciocus of not only the terime® but also

‘of the "guilt® and "punishﬁ&nt'; he had e wvery high vpinion of
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reople whe went to war. The sacrifice, worthy of 'God!s kisst,
¢an find no compensation. That the waste ies so reél ié illustrated
in"August 1914."

Three lives hath one life——

Iron, boney, gold.

The gold, the honey gone—

Left i& the hard and cold.

Iron are our lives

Molten right through our youth.

A burnt space through ripe fields.

A fair mouth's broken besth.

In"Spring 1916, "the season is *ruined Quesn®, the Mar
threatening oot only the individual 1life, but alsc the aspect of
Nature that is the source of life and witality. In“?#t??ﬂi@ﬁ,ﬁ?mﬁea?
the Iarks'is another element of natural beauty; it can be dangerous

for the unwary for upen the *'upturned list'ning faces...

Death could drop from the dark
As eagily 45 SONZwss

Sassoon remarked that Rnseﬂmrg was not copsciously a 'war
poett--that iz, in the sense that Sasscon himsell was & war poet,
deliberately using the materials of warfare. Upon learming that his
own brother is among the dead whose burial service he is przparing:

What are the great sceptered deooms
Te us, caught
In the wild wave?
We break curselves on them,
My brother, ocur hearts and years.

i ]

(_I:_n__'t’far:l L
The absence of external realism and the emphasis on what is

timeless and universal is a quality rather rare in World War I

yerse.

n
@hﬁmpﬁgghﬁgqﬁﬂpf_War"is originally intended to get *that
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sense of inexorableness the human {or inhuman} side of this war
has' The poem is striking for its symbolic projection: the
future of the soldiere is seen in terms of an 'Amazen' waitipng for
her laover; a spirit of the "slain earth men" to be released. The
poem, however, has little relationship to the underlying reality of
the wﬂ_r »
The rat, in cosmopolitan fashion; sommutes freely between opposed
sets of trenches. In a way, the figure of the rat emphasizes the
tragic absurdity of this human activity. The supposedly humbler
creature is grinning upon the bruiish and irrational way of men
‘Fho are "less chanced® for life. To quote the poet's proper words
when addfessing the rat that has just jumped over his hand:

How you have touched this English hand

" You will do the same to a German -=

Joon, no doubt, if it “e your pleasure

To cross the sleeping zreen between,

1t seems you inwardly grin as you pass

Strong eyes, fine limbs, haughty athletes

Less chanced then you for life,

Bonds to the whims of murder,

Sprawled in the bowels of the earth,

The torn fields of France.

The title Df“Dgﬂg_ﬂan‘s Dumﬁ'auggests the ecallousness of
modern warfare, the brutal indifference to life as well as to death.
The opening stanzas present a consciousness sensitive to the effects
of wary; vividly depicted in the pathetic passivity of the dead:

The wheels lurched over sprawvled dead
But peined them not, though their bones crunched,
Their shut mouths made no mosan.

. b1 ] .
The men, "friend and foemans, are reduced to the same condi-

tion, a mere dump. The earth, that has long been *fretting for their
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decays " has then aﬁ last. Tlie poem alse reveals s realization that
war destroys youth"in the strength of its strengthi®

There is a point where Rosenherg comes close to Sorley, rho
recognizes that pity is irrelevant when its object is the victim of
forces beyond human comtrol or understanding:

# man's brains splattered on

A stretcher-~bearer's face;

His shook sheilders alipped their loads,
But when they bent to look again

The drowning scul was swvnk too deep
For humaen tendernees.

&%t this peint, tenderness or sympathy is of no avail. This

1z reminding of Sorley's

+vogive them not praise. For, deaf, how should they know
It is not curaes heaped on each pashed head?

Hor tears. Their blina eyes see not your tears flow.

fior honour. I4 is easy to be dead.

The rest af“Dead Fan's Dumn"illustrates how desth in a medern -;

RO

war is far from being heroic or admirable. The grievsously wounded
man iz left struggling for life, or, at least, for human recognitien,

butece
ssothe Tushing wheels all mixed
With his tortured upturned sisht.
3o we crashed round the bend,
We heard his weak scream,’
We heard his very last soumd,
And our wheels grazed his dead face.
Thus the poem comes out with another "ignominious and
pitiable' desth.
Unlike most of hies contemporaries, who were caught up in their
interpratation of the War as a preseni nctuslity, Rosenberg looked

inte the future for a complete realization of his telents and his

inner vision. #As he stated in a letter, he planned to put all his
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*innermost experiences! in & grand poetic drama -- "The Unicorn,.!

which was to transcend the erude particularities of war by means
of an elamborate symbolism. The play, however, was not finished.
Considering whaf he was subject to in the trench, a mere private
Cwith frail ﬁealth and psyche, an object for racial discrimination,
the determination of never to lat the War 'master' his peoeling and
to "saturate myself with the strange and eitraurdinary new con-
ditions of this life, which will refine itself into poetry later

on...ft bears ocul a strong peoetic faith.
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