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Modern British Poetry

SPRING OFFENSIVE- Wi| FRED OWEN'S ATTITUDE TO WAR .

In his essay ‘Literature of the First Wor
for those who desire the reality.”
of war, realists like Owen & Sass
nihilism that amounted to atrocitj

While the poetry of Brooke & Grenfell extolled the *patriotism’

It was Owen in particular, killed just a week before the Armmistice, who has virtually come to be

designated as the face of war poetry: perhaps even of W.W 1 itself. His incessant presentation of

the horrible effects of war in a technique that befits the exposition of such bestiality has made O
an icon of the Peace Movement. As in a host of his other poems. so in Sorire Offensive he
Telentlessly goes about exploding the m

Even at the cost of repeating a cliché. one must put down O's own comment about his poetry to
facilitate a complete understanding: i

(Tﬁ tus “Above all Tam not concemed with Poetry, My subject is War. and the pity of War. The
Co

£ .)' Poetry is in the pity.

The very title of the poem epitomizes the conflict that is contained in the text- the unnatural

Decomher ‘08

1d War' D.J Enright says,k‘ Wilfred Owen is the war poet

oon found the misery of war to be shocking in its squalidness &
S acainst hymanity.
— ___'_"-—--._._______‘_.

yths of war & revealing its true face- ugly and sordid. '
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offence of war against nature. This element of conflict is also embodied by O in the stark contrast
b/w the two sets of people he finds during the period of the wars. The anger of Insensibility is
recognizable in the differential depiction of the insensible. who remain unafTected by the action
on the warfront, & find ‘comfortable chests and knees’ to immerse themselves in a carsless sleep.
The other set comprises of real combatants who know that *.
the world’ & they are reconciled to a life in death situation.
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The distortion of events. & menanzoc as-o resuit 61 The war is so gross that O takes an apocalyptic
PIEW-OT The rclation b/w man & nature. This is evident in the landscape of trench warfare that he
describes as thé imminent line of grass’ which very skillfully conceals the underlying trap of
death. thus the swirling grass dancing to the May breeze & the murmurings of the wasp & the
midge deconstruct romantic parallels with Keats' *Ni htingale Ode’' , a poem that SD_closely
subverls in expressions like ‘Marvelling they slood:iThis is further evident in the drug that has 10
be injected “for their bodies’ pains” (unlike Summet that oozes into their veins),
termifying flashes alongwith the mysterious ominous ‘impersonality of grass’,

Nature in O’s poetry thus becomes a symbol of hostility & this antipathy pervades the rest of the
poem as well. The memory of his brother Harold’s boots being covered with buttercyps in the
fields of Shrewsbury is revived in the 3™ stanza, but it is hardly romantic. O, resorts to the
pathetic fallacy of plants trying to restrain the men from their deeds by blessing with gold *...their
slow boots coming up.’ But as long as the soldiers have not totally obliterated their selves, they
remain contemplating nature & therefore become a part of it :

“ They breathe like trees unstirred.” i

Like the Keatsian bliss that has earlier been sub;rcrted, hm[O reverses the Ruskinian ideal of

pathetic fallacy to suggest that beneath the soldier’s fagade, there lies an individual with a heart &
soul. And this individual finds solace in losing himself amidst the beauties of nature.]
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: introduction of an element of doubt in his moral indignation is deliberate :
“Some say God caught them before they fell.”
/3| The identity of the ‘some’ is definitely vague. jperha
R
T
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'|Beographical entity but, like Mephistophilis 15‘ Marlowe’s ‘Dr Faustus’, as a mental state that is
?' $ the handiwork o umself, The surviving soldiers in SO have had a realist;
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Such an expectation is however belied with®a forge, the race of the soldiers jves a speed to the
poem while describing their march to the battlefitld & therefore into death. (As they move. thus
éingled out, what seems to be the whole of naturc.or at least its hostile aspect symbolized by the
sky, bursts into a fury of attack against tl}cm- There is no romance. ncither is there any of the
much vaunted patriotism of war. The soldiers s€4m to have cut themselyes off from the creative
principles of life ; el
“T'he sun, like a friend with whom their love is dqne.“)_ * .
e enemy is transmuted onto a universal plane= they are iust not mentioned. like the fighting
soldiers who are never identified. The in_m@".i%e Of the attack is sustained for the rest of
the poem. the tenor kept up with formal unilvl&. control in terms of the landscape & nature
images. The change from the pastoral to the moral s evident in the buttercups that earlier blessed
their boots. now becoming sacrificial chalices t0 hold the bloed that is spilled. The horizon is
transformed into the edge of the world & is the IBheer chasm down which those sacrificed fall to
their deaths. Thus the hill-valley topography thq;_ is described as the battlefield also becomes the
\| dungeon/altar of sacn‘ﬁce) ;
5 |
(This image of the sacrifice at the altar of ‘Golgotha’ is continued in stanza 6.)111 the death of the
% innumerable soldiers there is however no glory. for they are decimated into piles of hands & feet
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as they fall to bullets or are blown up by shells"that emit heat like the £4 of hell. O's

ofrogyt Sy rorey arm
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) ps they are the easy-lying people of the 1*
Stanza, more conversant with the myths of war than its true nihilistic tential. Far more

important than their responses are the words of _'Ehose who *...from existence’ brink/ Ventured but
drave too swift to sink.’ |
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Lthe survivors who have undergone the ‘hopelessness’ of war & have experiénced the sinister
reality of ‘truth(s) untold”) One is indeed remirded of the nether world of Strange Meeting where
]the futility & meaninglessness of war is projected in the interaction b/w the 2 dead soldiers :

“I am tha enarmsvae Lillad s friand " |
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n all" his poems which are a continuous castigation of war, O looks _upon_Hell not as a

The conclusion of the poem tums (o thos&wli? ‘managed’ not to die, that is how O looks upon
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¢ understanding of
this through their lived experiences, so their tribute to their dead comrades is through silence that

underlies an awareness of how thin the dividing lines b/w life & death have been. [So the -
emagoguery of public speakers & of those who profess that the ‘todays' of the soldiers are K
eant for the safe ‘tomorrows’ of the nation can never be the line of thought of those that really o

bear the brunt of it all. 1t is ultimately this antithesis that reinforces the sense of alienation in SO

while sharply reflecting the convictions of Owen,the poet tumed soldier who bore out the
Sauthcnticily of his statements with the price of his own life.]) §
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ethnic or t]gtiO:}ﬁl
«] don’t live anywhere
cards the rigid
g the flight for India is
crge both the
“the place

being and not a strident and shrill
ushik, Kaushik in the final part says,
Iy hints of his cosmopolitan fluid identity and dis

ot of losing her bangle before boardin
Lahiri’s characters m
llinger's words,
are tied to blood

<-end of her stories are the human
identity.” (74)- In Heme And Ka
at the moment” whic

: gcographical borders. Hema’s a
an indication of a part of herself left behind in US. Thus,

roots and the routes in their lives in the end and it rings Liesl Schi
“to which you feel the strongest attachment isn’t nocessarily the country you

or birth: it’s the place that a place [...| may not lie on any

llows you Lo become yourself. This

map.”
ys down the roots lor a new

The garden which, R yma’s tather plants metaphorically [a

composite culture vﬁ “Akashes of the third gencration might practice. [n this .ahiri builds '
upon Nathaniel Hawthorne’s excerpl {rom The Scarlett Letter that human pature will not S
fourish until they strike their and this is close (0 creating & "
space which in the words of Edward Soja is, “A space of radical openness, a vast territor
infinite possibilities and perils [...].It can be mapped but never captured in conventional
cartographies, it can be creatively imagined but obtains meaning only when practiced and

~ fully lived.” (Third space 33, 37).Akash walking barefoot, no longer afraid of stones or twigs, :

- in the ._c_n‘cli of the title story, 1S t;eadmg towa;d_? the possibility of a new natioy space. L%i;lﬁ_ %4 MM :

s crea saihlrdandﬁnalfcdlglp nore qumanized spac 'whereﬁdi ere

roots in unaccustomed earth,
y of

Note:

All the textual quotations are taken from Jhumpa Lahiri’s Unaccustomed Earth, Random

House India (2009).




