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Choptoer Onc

BARLY PORMS

Sicgfried Sassoon wes born in 1886, the sccond of three
sons of Alfrcd Ezre Sassoon ond Theresa Georginn Thorneycroft.
The Scssoons were the descendents of o long line of Persirn-
Jowish nerchonts nnd bonizers estoblished in Tol~do ond Bhnmdnd

meodern

in the Middle Ages. This fomily ceme to be knovm in cexntem=exszy
times ~s 'the Rothschilds of the Enst!' through their commercinl
trenspotions moinly corried out in the Neor Eoet. The religlous
orthodoxy of* Sicgfricd Snesoon's morc remote rel~tions ~nl the
cstrongenont of his fother from the fonily werc porhons the

osong for his hardly knowing thems ~lthough, o o boy, ko
heonrd runours of Grect-Uncles who cntertained the Sheoh of Porein
or were fricnds of the Prince of Holes. His ncoreest rel-tive
Times ond of ?hc Obscrver. However, with her invelid hucbond ond
her custerely fashionable housc in Heoyfoir, described in

The 014 contuJ as "chilly","sombre" ond "@ppressive" (1), Aunt

Rochel wos olmost os remote oo any of Snassoon'rs nateranl rel-tions.
Fhe Thorneyeroft family wes nore fonilinr to the youngo

Sicgfriod. Dosoond ants from cncther old f-mily, his nozroect

rcl ~tives “”“"1aa£““ﬂh crofts os ship~building ond sculnturc, ot
their troditions were firmly rooted in the English countryeide.

It wes in this tradition ond the ctmosnhore of Birnrdi~ng niddle-
cl~sg connlaoceoncy thot Sicsfried grew up, chelt-rad fron herdenin

-

~od emotion 11w lemanient o Ao ~rtistic nmother.

His porents! morricsc s rnot o honny onas: he writac in



mhe 014 Contur}g’e/ \mg' ?cw c‘&'» %)Ttsz wd& '.

Hod I beon losss fonciful ond writing my om
stbry, I should hnve besun as follows. 'Once unon
o time there was o boy vho wns born in Scptember
1886 ~t o~ housc in Kent where he hos lived cver
ginco. He kad two brothers who were born in 1884
ond 1887, but we 2ll behoved oe if we were the
same acec. Aftor 1891 we did not sec our fother
very often. Our mother wos unhoppy becousce he
hnd gonc awny to live in London ond would not

speck to her ony norce. (2)

Bouts of illness in childhood heightonecd Sassoon's resthotic
rosponse to his surroundings until he belicved, above 211 clscy
that he hod the gifts of o poet. In this belief ond its confequent

cmbition he wns supported by his mothér vho "hod o strong noaternnl

3.

fecling thet I wes destined to become o great noct."(3)
In The 01ld Contury, Scssoon describes her gontle encourngenent o

his youthful nspiration snd the developnment of his juvenilc nocnss

My own pocticcl works... werce becoming roticenbly
nloof from ordincry affeirs. While romnining on
optinmist outwardly, I mes o nost neloncholy norson
when putting mysclf on naper. Bicraity ~nd the Tonb
were cmong ny fovourite themes, ~nd fror the cccossorices
of deoth I drer my liveliest inspirotions. Annrdg
from Posterity, the cudicnce T cddrossed wag ny
nother, ond I didn't wont to disappoint hor by.

being insipid ond unimpginotive. (4)

Home w~s o haven for Sassoon as o child, where he grevw
up cble to indulge his poctic scnsibilitics. Schoolinmt ot

Moriborough followed, cnd then Combridgse which he left without ﬁa&ﬂﬂé



Je

o degrec, finding the acoadenic discipline of‘LQw ~nd tkhen History
orduous ond unrcleted to his over-riding interest in noctry.

It wos during his stoy ot univorsity thot Snssoon firet
sought a.printor. His corlistz nublicotions, »rinted in vorious
copics of the nogogzine Q;ickot, were noinly norodios of frnous
poecns of which the themes were repfdced by topicnl cricketing
issucs such os the extrc inch odded fo the stumns in 1903, &

schoolboy parody of Kingsley's Sonds of Dee thot wes printed in

Scven More Yeors, beginss:
0 botemen @0 ~nd stop the rot. (5)

At Combridge he wrote scveral focetious piecces of doggorel on
various subjects,including "lovers clliteratively involved in o
motor accident," (6) for inclusion in the Conbridge nocnzine,
Gronto..

Whe firet vpublicotion of Scossoon's poenms wog in the forn of
o privote printing by the Athenocum Press in 1906 vhich in~ugur~iecd
o serics of similer printings during the yoors thot followed. In

1908, Ornheus in Dilocryum, An Episode wos printed. It is doreribed

in The Woald of Youth cs "en uncctoble onc ~ct oloy which had newr

quite node up ite nind vhether to be eotirical or cerious.” (7)

This wos followed in 1909 by Scancts ~nd Versos, o mors cnhitinur

volunme contoinins thirty-four pocns. Threc of the thizty—cight
conics amimkad, wer-s N-nAotmnly ormintod on hond-nnde DodeT vhich
- - — v .- - £
1~tor coused them to be nrecerved oe *he only record of thir
printing whon Scssoon dostroyed the rost in ~ £it of dorpoir.
Of the poone Snesoon decided to prescfve in loter mublicntions
cnd in his Collccted Pocns, the corlicst somnet is Villon fron

Sonnots cnd Verscs. This poen hed alreczdy boen nrinted in T ..H,

Croglnnd's mogozine The Acndeny in Mey, 1909 (modestly signed 'S.SJ).
Sassoon's meotinse with the sly old reactionnry, Croslond, were
his first oncounters with the literary world (for he hnd not

pursucd his fanily's aqucintonce with Edmund Gosse (8)) ond cre

witdkty omusingly rccounted in The Wenld of Youth. (9) Croslond,



foX = d%od in the wool conceraning poetry as wonen's suffrege, proisecd *
Sassoon's carly pocns for their "melodious refincnont." S-~gsoon

(9381

quotes o typicnl verse os on cutobilosraphicel closs:

)

Blind from the goblin-hcunted gloons of nicht,
Prasion mith noisonous blossoms in her hoirs
Theny crowned with rotted chenlets, won Dosnoirs

And Folly, fron boso decds in heodlong flicht... (10)

The poem Villon wos subsecquently publiched by the ~uthor in

It is the solc survivor from cmong the cishtcon sonnots op Sonnote
and Verses, which rother sugmests its superiority to them. Villon,
the poety, ic cjected from nrison in o condition dercribed br the
author os "rothoer more down and out thon usual.” (11) He is rescund
ond cherished by one who doos not fesl the gereral discust ot the
wretched man's oppearnnce. The incident nresunnbly rel-~tes to
Villon's benishment (for teon yoors) ofter torture by +he Pzrlonwnt,lAS;
at wkich point he discppears from history. The thene of Sassoon's
pocm rercenbles thot of the narable of the Good S-nmrri*rn. Villon ir
cven rejected by Lozoarus vho

In noisome rams ~rroyed ~nd lenrous shnne,

Berside nme set hod goonod full stvect cnd frir,

And looked on no trith lonthing. (12)

The voice of Villon, the firet ncreson of the noeny ic covidontly
issuing fron the esskero'hootel" to which he h~2 beaon “cken. Thc
dignity cnd nodulntion of the lince ~nd the cconony of the descrintinng

. 1 . . . .
of Villon's two cosecutive stotes (of*ar his cjection from 4hn

[N

dungeon) forn the two ports of the sonnet 2nd rumnort *he inf~rance
thot, by ths cooncy of the cnonymous "Scmnrriton', hi~ future ir to

be ragencrotive =md honcefuls

N
<y

'/ The mortal st~in of ny renuted sin,



My strote derpised, and ny deofiled weeds,

He hath nut by oe thoush they hnd not heoen.

Of the other two survivors of Sonncts nad Varscer, the nocn
Arcady Unhceding ir one of the nocms singled out for n~r-icn by
Edward Morch, the cditor of the scerics of nntholomices entitled

Goorgion Poetry. In 1913, in a letter to Snesoon criticising his

DPOECNS, (lSQ Moreh gove come cound cdvice:

It ccemo o nceersity now to vrite cither with onc's
cyc on an objecct oT with onc's nmind ot ~rins with o
rorc or less dofinite iden. Tuite o glisht one vill
suffice. Tcke some: exemnleos fron your worlzs ®lorninst
Lend meons thet old English songs nre lilze the dvm -
Arcady Unhoceding thot country foll don't »n-y ~tiention
to the beautics of noture - ond Dryads that the onen

country gets light carlier thon the woods. (12)

Meorsh's remark on Arcody Unheeding ic really cdecunte conment: tho
pocm ie o rinple idep stoted in rinrle terne. Ite wocknoros liee din
the foet thot the sheprherds are on essenticl port of ~nr concent

of Arccdico.

One wetches weather—sigms of doy,
One of hisg neid most deor

Dreams.

Thig poir is the cged rustic ond the young swoin who are e
neceesery to the pastorcl scene os the birds, blogsont nnd the
"gide trerlds of bluo beyond their windy lea." It ir the obscrvon
vwho is out of plioc.‘ﬁhc poent foils becousc it nnoliee o folree
distinction bétwcon "country folk"who "don't nay ary ~ittention to
the becutics of noture" ond the foct thot such peonle nre ~n
orgonic part of the idea of Arcadin.

. B -~ criticism 4, destroyed ~l1ll the
Sarroon, in o £it of sclf-st ¢ conies

e
"
’



_ o]
of Sonncts ~nd Verses oxcopt the threc "which werc nicely bound ~nd
printed on good paver." (15) Howover, moct of the sonncts, with
cenendations, survived 4o be nrinted shortly ~fter in : Sonn04a,1909,
ond sone nppcand in Polve Sonncts, 1911, from vhich 5w nelr moon-
wore o ornesn i Loven ~litions. O errwisor, Bofors Dy, thich
has beon proiscd by revernl critics, rends ns o rother unsucceraful
~ttennt by Snesoon to unify m=E the norew of *he noet as colit~ry wWth
his doubte about his power to cxpress the eignific-nce of the

countryside ot dowms

For I nm lone, o dweller cmons mon

Fungered for what my heart sholl never say.

Goblin Revel is o better noem, olthoucsh no attennt ic nnds 4o

cmbrace such on cxnlted thono os is to be found in Beforc Doy,

Edvard Mnrsh rightly considered it to be Sassoon's bnst sonnet. (16)

The octave is built round the two reloted uses of the word "ravel.!

The goblins' celebration is in the forn of o'revel' or dmnce: thoy

olso "revel" in the proceedings. The first meaning of the -rord

suggests the contorted movement of the goblins while the =econd

neaning suggests their facinl coxprersions and wicked delicht in their
/

own behaviour. The grotescucncss of the creatures is corefully built

up by thesce soporate but involved actions. With "flcering loole of

gin" soreading over their feotures

«vee Uith loutings thoy begin

Their woven messgure, widening from the door.

Marsh found the dence of the goblins "exnctly like the dnnce of the
grotesques in the Russian bollet, gyfggggiyziﬁgg. (16) “he soxtet of
the sonnet describer the goblins ot bresk of dny, cl-nberins b-ck into
the "durky noon." 'Yhe oxplicitness of Sascoon'~ dererintion of their

bhobitet tends to undermine the impression of o slyly or nortly

obseorved sccner Ermrpriboodhywimarreferenteriox frrrT S orE IR

Furthermore, orcheoisms cuch os "hoply" and "shoon" nre here



obtrusiva cince ther ore juxtoposcd with heomely ond notieor of fnet
observetionss
) «e.filent go their shoon

On creckless stnirssy but for ~wny thr dooe

Borlr ot rome lonely farme ~nd honly they

Hove clombored back into the duslcy noon.
As thore weore no such obrervotions in the first ci-ht lines; r~xch-ienc
such ~g "tuirlineg ~ntic" beconme nort of the unrenlity of the ccene.
It moy be thot o reference to farn doge wos infended to intrude, ruch

in the way thot the dnylight intrudes into the coblin~' Concing, uh

the rencon why

Theoy pouscy; ~nd hurhed to vhispers, ctenl ~tnrr

is not cxmleincd.

Five more of *the moene that Secosoon included in The Q0ld

\\\ow . - < .
Huntenon, the first . of hir ﬂOAm:\bv qﬂ1rh"~nﬁ ~mmasrad >

in Pocnm, 1911, and hClOd1089 1912, Of there, fomc ~ Oc” obﬂ? oin:

the mogt strilting oxm~mnle - are nlmost nconingless, zelring on

Snasoon's charncteristic nellifluity to crente ~ mood ~lkin to *v .

»

of rueic. In meny of his onrly noens, S~~goon intonded %0 cra~te the
hornoniocs and cmotionsl innnct of mucic. Thir tonded %o leave moons
overweighted vwith words ond in*ollecturlly unetimuloting.

Mo Heritnge avoide thig tonntotion; it ic based on “he idees

thot without a concens »F Denth, nny dircussion of Life ie zofuced

! 4o o mere corier of oxigtentiil siotoncnts (rnsoncta? B Mozl g

\ |l‘ . . . - . 3 «
shitesovhios™) and thot matebility ~ives signicnnce to living:

ﬁnd noet in chonrse the umnn heemt con trece

« e s Lo

Mhe mirncle of life ~nd ki~ things.

Wirht-Picce ir oleo marthy of ottontion. Well-h-ndled

structurclly, this vocn ig o drenn fontary concsrning tho leroor

' 44 i 41 apende ~nd o foun.
cronturers of nyth ond cupcrsiition - mitches, érynds ~nd



3.

It ir gontly cvocntive ~nd begine vith o contrord boivern the
"hooded witches" wtho nre nctive in totnl dnrkners ~nd the niléer
noture of the drynds ond the foun vho belong to the honnier ronlns
associgtod with nights noonligkht ané slcon. horce nre described in
the remninder of tho nconm. A

Foset of +he noons in Dircoveries;1915, and lioraineg Glor:, 1014,

ore renrinted in The 01d Huntrnon. The thirtcen nocme of Dirccovericr
display 1l the virtues ond vicer of Scssoon's corly work. Wod~y
inflotes the idens of he Horit~ne nnd comments rore fully on the
joys of the mroront; or "change." The poon orprerses tho continuity
of night ond doy in terms of sinnle hunmon rcelntioncshings

This ig Todeoy, o child in white ond blue

Running to neet nme out of night wﬁo #311lod

Whe ghost of Yecter—cve; this is feoir Morn

The nother of To-morrow.

Thir nernonently continuing change mnd renownl irs contrz““cdlby
implicotion, with the clouds vrorc ie o "drifting rigec.'" Thay ~re
"thoughts" that con discern .the possibility of lo~e coninined in

[§ 2234 Lo

the sveet annrecins.ion of the curroundings, thc fromility of

Whis bubble of vietrcd menory -~nd sencce
Blowm by ny joy clofte..

"Tomorrow nicht bring denth" but unllk/\¢aJE“~ Heritnme, thic iz not
the culnination of tho moon. In an uprurge of joy, the nocht wirches
to embrrcc the shift ond change of the universe which, in -

Shelleyan ccnste, is the significonce of Lifes
Lot meo ctond within
The circle of your tranrionce; thot ny voice

Moy thrill the lonely silencer with ~ong.

Wondernent, following B6Eey in Discovories, modifiecs tho




inpre~sion -of on corintic, rother uncontrollable racnonse 1o aspecks

Lom

of noturec. Mhe cloudr ~nd the breeze rennin, but the first nerron
hoo become the third: the noint of tho mocn i thur dirt-nced, le-r
ncrtotic. Mhe nonent of ccctney in Zodor correcronde wo o, ~ivilen

foclin~ in Wondcricnts: hotevoer

Lie ~ fluch of wwings
Tho nonont norscd: ko ~tood
D-ozled ith hlosson~ in fhe emyirs wood;

v el

Thon he renonbered bhov throush ~ll rrift thinge,

This nortel ccene otonds built of nenorier.
Similar rentiments ~ppear in Wirdon, nlthough here th-~yr ~re nore
glichtly hendled. Theee ore not grent thouchts but o rornonce,
tat : : .
sincercly cxpresscd, Eeh omphasires the solit~riners of Ttho* rermnnce

Mhe world's my ship and I'm nlonc on declk!

Storm and Sunlisht cxpresscs Scogcoon's rerponte 10 tha neonifestotions

of weather contnoined in the title. Ar in Wicdon, Snrsoon ke mut
aside proon fisures in favour of on unspecificd "God." rhe <torn
Beducers hunonkind to "close huddling men'" ~nd reninde then of the
"eaze of God." The countryside ofter the storm i omocnlyntic, -
rovelation of the "might'" of o ben@ficent deity ond the "benediction”
=

that nmen chare with the whole of crention. These "huddling nea" -re
cxhorted to

Lift your blind fnces to be filled with d~y,

which further
d~monrtratos Sassoon't anti-philosophical npprocch ~lrendy

RN

oxemined in The Heritnge. Ar in previourly dircursod moons; o
appréciation of naturc purcly through the censes is linked with
the solitariners of the poct. In the noen A}g@g, he hoe "lirsoned"
ond "looked" but s=¢ill yoarhs for the "food" nnd "light" of the

heart. Although he adnits to hoving "thought" he is conccioug of

the insufficicncy of this procerss



eeHooT Mo OOy

'"T've thought' - ~nd dorkners hider my dogr.

| In Ninrod in Scnenber and FNooh We cotch glinm~os of the
dircction in which Sreosoon's nootry woe %o develon. In Tinrod in
Scptomber, he hondles archeirng - "o-bed","jollity of horn ~ng lu~tyr
cheer", "dwindling rout" - deliberntely ond the rcene nesunes
concthing of the texwture of o hunting nrint. The Jjoy ~nd anincl
activity of "Young Wimrod" are contrarted with the "droiwry world":
his "huge clomour' revorborates in the "rultry br-lzer." Ninrod in
Scptember ie bricf, cloar ond to the noint. In Mosh, hiblicnl

cubject-natter is trented lightlys; Hoch ig the trndition~l jollyr
ought to be o great and rolenn occosions

Earth wes «novede ond Nonh donced o jis.

ﬂajxog\ and are nrinied o~ cuch in T"he 014 Huntrnpne. OFf “he othor monne
e o Saniiabiiiiuptuiniogo it et o 7

\ I

EA)

he
loncuage end tone of Blind rcrmenbler thot of Villon, "he nfflicis”

mon
Starlers ond old ond blind, o eight for »ity,

With fecble stenr cnd fingers on tie woll,

Grover with ~taff nlonz the rumbling city.

YMornins Glory, the titlo mocny, is o rather ~Tock nntiviiy —icce *hnk

occasionnlly resenbler o bod cnrols

Loud the kepny children quire

el

To the golden windowed morn.

The "tiny" Chrirt ic cdored by chepherds ond "sroca-snoclked crildren."
His torment is nonethnless onteiled in ki~ birth end he "rle~d-

belowr the crimcon thorn.!



11

A Child's Proyer, Dreon-Forcet n~ind Bhe Ponlnr ~nd the lcon

Coes

arc clight piocqs. Ancegtores ir more rcuccorsful. Sassoon's

nnce~tors, thc Scnhordic Pcr°1an—va1“h nerchrnta, cro recea here
g pocseesed with -the gtature and dirnity of olaor", bartering
"monrtrous wealth with emecch subdued"; but their tr-n~iciiong

arc tinged with o porveding rodness. They ~re "Foregothered in
soric chonecellery of’doath"; their creon areMlustrelees" with
"aquicscent lide". The song of mourning lin%s then vith the Sulton,

1ho, in the sccond stonszo, henrs thigs

froil muric ..ind 23oxn the ~lomer

Put forth ~nd fade ccrorg the vhisnerine re-.

The poen is subtly'wrougtt; the Sultrn ~nd the ancosbore ore not
only linked by the =ong but clso by the gerdens vhich contrin
"night'c/Huched sreen of wind" for the merchnnts,~nd for the
Sulten the "sweet influcnce" of "remenmbered flower~.'" The ~egone in
neuourly cvoked in corcefully noduloted l-aqu~se, 7o Thare ir -
nernetunl ceonce of dicpority between the "jowelled, ncrch-nt
oncestors," whose burinces is undertokon in the "ch-ncelleory of
death", ond the Sulteon in his "glimmering palace." He i~ o
dow ot the window, turboned, vort,'" whore function rerida-

Wahan

~LY

in hir mogition, 1ho hars the leisure to "lern" =~nd "nonder', thoro
lirtening is not confined, ar i~ the merchonte! 4o "nruccer in their

conferonce."

* ¥ X

In 1912, Scrooon vrote o burlesque of lMar~cficld's long noom,
The By nrluLtln - Mercy. Writton in brirkly noving octonyllobic

couplets, fhe Everlocting Mercy *ells the story, in his omm wordT,

of o brutal drunken poacher whose reforn ic ultinntely cccomnliched

by o Tucker woman. Setting out to ~murce hinecelf by "ecribhling o

%er

forr noges of vorody" (17), Scssoon foundtthat he become conridernbly



involved with the subjects

Having ropid@ly resolved to impersonate o 8ussex
farm-hond owaiting o trianl for accidentnl honicide

of the bormon of the village nle-housc, I besnn his
ctory in the crudest imitation of Mnseficld's monner...
After the first fifty lines or co I dronned the »nreionce
that I wor improvising nn cruberant skit. thile
continuings to burlegoue Horeficld for 211 that T

e wath, I vor reclly feeling vhat I wrote. (17)

Entitled ®*he D~ffodil Murdercr, tho result cranot nronsrly h-
enneidonar e sande s Tt o mepo e mongtheles~ it in oo definite
SUCCers . Iéﬁ% virtuer lic in the '"naewr nair of nortic les~! thnat .
Macefield "greciously" (18) prescented to the youns noot.

Sceosoon had ot last written comething modern cven though it e
derivative.

On Febru~ry 10th, 1914, Sassoon found hinmcelf "the ononymour
cuthor of o rixpenny mompnhlet in o cheerful ornnge colourcd "rrpier'
(19), prefaced facetiously by "Willicnm Butler" cnd nublished by
"John Richnond, Ltd." both pscudonyme of Cro~lond 0 ~ccned
anyiou= to promotc the poem mercly o~ 2 burleccue on linrefield.

The only contempornry review, apvearing in The Athonoewn, staied
thot

The only conclusion wqbbtain fron its nerurcl ic

that it ie cany to write worse thon Hr. Liosefiola. (20)

Tt is apporcent thot enmity exinted between Cro-lond cnd ithe

Atheneann end thot Croslend hed let it be knovm that the suthor-hin

of the voen woe hic om (it wor agsigned to "Soul K2in"). Con~crucnily
the roviewer in The Athengoun had, os Sossoon put it, "relconmed the
opportunity of londing him onc on the jaw." (21)

The Doffodil Murdorer ir undoubtedly o good niccce of worlz,

Tt ha~ becn prai~ed by vorious critice, including Michael Thorde &,

who har dencribed it o MSar~aoon's mogt promising Pre-tor moen.'(22)



In oréder to substontiste this claim one nceds to dircern cunlities
in the worls that are not Maceficld's. More promiring in Sasroon's
ecorly work ig ki~ nbility to nccomnlish the torsk ke hpd undertnken.
The nore ~uccersful of his carly nooms chore with The Dnffodil
Myrderer cunlitice of arrongencnt ~nd completion thnt were to be
fully utiliced in kir poetic moturity.

The impact of The EBverle~ting Mercy liec in the force ond
dircctness of the verse which impeles the ~tory: to its nublic it
roened ronlictic ond dering. The pocscges in whickh Poncher Kone
runr naked through the towm end ringe the fire bell cre
cxhilarating; his grudge ogeinet the Souircnrchy i~ telling. It
is in the contrast betweon the two Komnes dercribed in thn work,
the denonic poocher and the reformed Cod-fenring mon, Aot thy
werknors of the poen licsy the latter is incufficiently ontoiled
in the former. This ir not to sny thot like Blale's Iiilton,
Mesofiold is "of the Devil's porty without lmowing it." (23
Nerroting hic ovm toley the reformed Kene inserts ~hort mocoages

of necly-mouthed morclisings

0 youns nicn, pray to be kept thole

Fron bringing dotm o wecker soul.

Your mimute's joy so mect in doin'

Moy bo the Toman'r door to ruin... (24)

Such massages ore med- to cuffice for the rocds of roforn that
should be prescnt in the chorccter of the old, brd K-y ho is
shoned from time to time only by ~rguncnic nore ~1ip Sh-n hic om.
Kone har o genuine grievonce which ie counted fo- little in the

[

total moem. Whon he occenteo the semaine end morciful doctrinee of

the Tucker, one fcele that he hor alro sold out to the S~uirec ong
the Proocher.

" fho gemo of "Albort Meddle" (Sagsoon's horo) doos not
- sugoest the archetynal roformcd.wrongdocr conjured up by the

neng "Scul Kone." Rotting in joil, Mcddle contemplntc~ hi~ fote:

(“\.\»u\~

hig chonge of heort is not so mé o volte face of on innroving
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obility to undsrstend khir former merknenres. In thic wey Albert

Meddle ig merhopn more convincing o7 o mnn thot S~ul Kones his

(SR

ovil ig never total ~nd the poesibility of renen’tance ic aluaye

prescent. Whon ke doceco rcenent hig oricvonces oTc not forsotten-

~nc is concerncd only with hincclf:

wifes

Albort Meddle's remorsc and changed ottitude &= nore convincir

Ttve done o crozy deed of chame

And nover “hourht to '=cope the blones
But chifty lovyer robr his lord,

Then teles o chin cnd bolts abroad;
Cheptin~ broker nmeokes ki~ pile,

And thon sote up to live in style. (25)

Tike o mood gal she'll molke gmnll fuss:
I'11 hug her once ang gitter o bucs:
Bocouce her mon ghe mun be leaving,

Hor non ce isn't worth the gricving.
o

bly hie

then Scul Kanc's spectoculer conversion. It wos nroovnbdly

comparisan that load Profesgor dc Sole Pinto to clein thot

1C
drinking, hogs the unconvincing »ing

The Daffodil HMurderor in not only o rcnorlnkly clever
imitotion of Mageficld's <~tyle, but o rovins ~nd
original nocm, ~uncrior in r~ome VLyF 4o timneceficld'-.
It i~ rignificant, too, becourse it chowe thnt cven
before the war Sacsoon hnd o sonse of +he hollotmorn
of the gentlomonly noredice in which ke ement his
youth, ond o decp TTHED ~rmnothy for the conrmon

men 1o e arcluded from Fhot narmdictc. (26)

o

Soul K-nc's finnl oonve:“i”“'vhich Arema— ofiar ~ hou
= of Alec D'Urbervillds in

ow

Mers of the D'Urborvilleg. In Hordy's novel, D'Urberville's

Mcddle cpares nity for his

Yas

-

of
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converrion is as cnrily WTCCkC% e tomndation, or it 1ot und-rtolion,
By annlogy, Konc's olro loses conviction. Although Snrsoon docn
not clrim thrt his own "yokel wos undovictingly true to life," (17)

he doec cloin that rthe poem beorr relotion to reolity:

ny narrative did ot ony rote cxpross that rurcl
Susscx which I had cbsorbed through following the
Southdon Hounds and orcocinting with cunnodcre

of the hunt. (27>

The hunt provided Soosoon mmith another tonic for -
monologucs; thot of an cgeing hunteman who, koving srowm old ond
squandered his grotuity, has follen on hard timee. The poen denls
with the old mon's attepts to reconcile the cosy—going hedonirm of
his former life ond profession, retoined tenocioucly ~nd in the
foco of professionnl advice, with the Christion cthic he it frying
to ombrace. His thouchte go back to '"Phe man I woc vhen hun’ing
with the Squiro" beforc he made the disastréuc "rcoven yeor~ boragnin
for the Golden Flcece.!" This borgoin ruined hin ond renddced hie
"yife of thirty ycars who scrved me mwell" with o "belaom clattering
in the kitchen." He gites and meditotes vhile meoiting for this "old
horridan"to bring the lomp, in on otmocphere conducive to
meloncholy. He derires the compeny of +he Sguire, vho, if he were
ables ould

«ss COTIC

For surc, ond sit and tollt end ruck hic bricr...

This degired viegitor iz in fact renloced by the poar-on vho Uill
drop in "once in a way." The contrasting circun~tencer of the
hunteman introduce o lengthy scqucence in which the old mnn nonderc
on life and cxore~=cr his notions of religion confu~edly, in *orne

of the hunt. When in his prime he never *ook hecd of the rerinturcr:

Religion beatc me. I'm omozed ot folk



Drinking “he gospels in and ncver ccrotching
Their head~ for cuc~tionre...
e.. I'd no chrnce
Yhen young ~nd ooy to get the hang of oll
Thic Hell nnd Heaven: ond vhen clergy hoick
And hollon fronm their pulnits, I'm azleeDn,

Hoirever herd I licsten.

He follows with his owm »privete vicion of Hell vhore o1l the foxer
oTe non-~tarters, whore there is "~n iron-epilzed fence round nll
the covergts" ~nd "Hell wes the coldest -conting lond I've Imotn."
Convergely, cood hunting country ir his idez of Eenven; he droonr

how hoopy he would be

TIf therc vere hounds in Heoven
With CGod ar morter teking no cub-crintion.

Similerly, he convertr the religiour hiercrchy in*o fnilinr ‘rrn~e

It'ye come %o think of God -~ ~omcthing lile

The figurc of o~ non the old Duke trac.

“r

The huntrman'c rodenption rests in the degree of ~eolf-knowledgs
he ottains by the ro~her dubiour nonac of relating God ~nd
religion to hi~ -~norting lifoc. He %now: th~  he hnow not siven up

coough time to reflection:

ees Mow 1 know
Ttte God thot specke to v~ vhen we're bewitched

Smclling the hoy in Junc...

Ho kou~ that he remeined insuler, only porily clivey for oll

hie vipour in the cho~ces

..+ I nover broke



Out of ny blundering rclf into the Uorld)
But lect it 211l go »nart mey like o non

Holf celeasm in o land thott'c full of wnre.

The 01d Funtrmon is o convincing noem on o <ubject

near to Soagoon's henrt. It woo written well oftor the outbrenk
of wor ond indicoter o new attitude in Sa~soon vho war perhops
breaking out of the fetters of ninctecenth-contury noctici-n

into o new avarcncst of the world ~nd mcn.

I3
!
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HAR PORMS: 1915/1917

4

Hhether onc rogards the outbrezk of the Fir~+ Yorld ¥~r on
Lugust 3rd 1914 oz the outcome of nrofound ond ingvitobl~ forcer
or as the rerult of o number of unfortun~te nccident~y, thcre ~cone
1ittle doubt nbout the enthuciasm of ~ll perticinonte. It would
be a wor of grent bottles nobly fourht on clicn territory in
dcfonco of onc's owm, in which wvictory,not only over onc's
adversary but over vor itself could be nchieved by Chricinae~, 1014,
""he British were particularly convinced of this. "'ho wnr besun in
defence of "little Belgmium" would be ¢ "war to cnd ~11 =mnre. (1)
After the ropid cdvence of the Germen arny into Frorec h-d boon
checked, the wer itsclf cettled dowm to four yenr- of d-~Alock.
Thos onthusinen of -he Britirh for the w-r took lo-s tine 1@ ~bnic.

Yhis carly cnthuriacm, knowm ar "the spirit of 1914, e
reflected by poetr: indecd, in the history of Tnelicrkh Litoraturn,
fow moots heve spoken ageinst wor. the tradition of "mxr mootry ~t
the baginning of the twenticth century dependoed on verse mritton
by nocts who, thether they cnproved of w~rfore or not, hnd little
or no cxnoricnce of wnr itrelf: Byron ond Hordy hod not fousht
ot Woterloo nor Mennyson %Y the Crinecn. Perhone only “he
Eliznbothen ~nd Jocobean playurishite, Shalerpeporc neénhla onnng
thon, k- e nopl 70 ~-- underetrnding of the rufferings of ths
comnon coldiecr nnd the nreesure~ he hnd to cndurc.

Rofore the dcclnration of wnr in 1914, Kinling hnd conpoc~l

nony poens bored on hic imprecsione of the common roldier; nt,
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whon the wor besmn, hic concerns wore not mwith individu-lr.
Kipling‘c nttitude to the outbreak of war is cxprersosd in For All
We Hove ond Arc vhich wno publirhed in The Morning Poct on
Scptombcf ond 1914. As corly s 1902 he hnd prophecicd the invacion

of FEnelpnd in The Ielonders:

Do yo wnit for the spottered shrepnel ere yo lonrn
hoir o sun ie 1nid?
For thc low, rod slorc to southrerd when *he roided

const=totme burn? (2)

Tt ir thorofore hordly surprising that he doe~ not nredict o~ slib

victory in For Aggz}&ijgggzjygljggg,

But iron s-crifice

Of body, will cnd soul. (3)

Kipling is ot poins to distinguich between the honeland, in which
recide the gentler virtues, ond the drendful cnony dntermined to

dortroy o civilicotion near nerfections

Confort, content, delight,
Tha oroe! clow-bought soin,

they rhrivelled in o night.

"Mhe Hun ic ot the gote" cad ke is, for Kinling; o "erozed ~nd

driven foe." By no meane the mo~t outspoken in ite rovul-ion efal
the "foo",For All Wo Hove nnd Arc wos preiced for it ~fructure ~nd
montinontg. Kinling's pocme aro frequently fo-hioned -~ inctrunente
to ~crve o deliberate purpore and his concern i~ %o find -~ forn 1o
£it trem. In thi~ core the decired unity of forn ~nd ccntinont ir
nchioved. 'fhe poem i ~ober and cerorou~ in tonc nd gmrnxin cortain
cxacgnToted tochnicues cmployed by other nocts nre ~voided. (4)

J.IM. Steuert soid thet Kinling's moconm was '"odogunie to i1te Ve
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occosion." Other noeme by reprerentntives of the older menerntion
of pocte, opnecred in Jjoumcls and no oriodicnle during the nonths
subcequent to the drcleration of wer, ‘folion torcthar, “hey nrovideo
overvhelning ovidence of +he feilure of *hesc nocts to comprchend
the noturce of the Buroncan struszle the* they were 7o ~nzer 40
clorifys scen in retrospect, nonc of thelr noens une "adrountie to
its grave occrsion." Although these poeons ore lrrmoly denlorable 8
literature, the ccentiments cxprecsed in ~hen roflect th~ dorinnrt,
agererscive mood of the meojority of <the Enclick neonle ond nrovids
o ugoful controst to the develonment of attituder crmracsad by The
souner cenerntion of nocts who had to fl”ht in “he ~rlrous
conditions thot were to come. Such ~ogte of “he older ~enemnion
include Rob~rt Bridger, Henry Hewbolt, Willinn Wntron, Alfred Foynos
and John Drintvater, all of whont publirhed pocnc in newrnodSTr to .
colebrate the outbresk of war. “herse moy be coid %o Tenrerent She
gonerel attitude of their generation cxnre~scd in litornturc. fthoir
nocms pre jingoirtic ond cxprers veluee and ominion~ vthich now
ccom startling in their nofeveid. Most look to Go¢ For ~uncltion %
of the conflict, ond naturally cnouzh, He 1r on the risht cide.

In Theo United Front, Alfred Noyes ooyes:

Torr, in God't ncne, we drow

The s10Tdesss  (5)
vhilc both Hc.ry Fowbolt ~nd Robert Bridser rornoectively croserd

God defend the rickt!  (6)

K1n11q~ in hir Hymn Before Bottle, involcer "Jchovoh of *he Mhundnrel

(7). The eneny i~ inforned by John Drinkiator:

You trade in deoth, you mock ¢t life, you *hrou

o Cod the tumult of your blosvhenier..., <8J
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while Williem Wntson in o mirsive to “he 'Croubler of the Yorle,
tells hin:

Ve do not with God's namc molie vonton play,
He arc not on ruch casy terne with Heaven. (9)
!
In o nmomphlet of nocms ceolected from newepavers to ronrereat the
"free offoring of Englich nocts to the couce of Wotionnl Relief",
"uwonton play" is not node with God's name no lees thnt trrenty—three
timer. (10)

It wos not doubted that God rtoeds for Enolond and thot
England staeds for Justice, Truth ond Honour. Such aotti‘udes TeTo
not confined to Tory notriots and thoe reoresceninbivers of o nrivileored
older generotion. Members of o lar@oly.une”tabli?hcd Tounser
generation of poesg,many of whom¢ were to take nrrt in the conflict,
accepted them inia verrion only slightly modificd to ~uit thei- ore
own requirecmente. It is theorefore worthvhile to cnuner~te ~oma of
the most #%r importont of these attitudes in ormder to orgo~s the
apparently amozing change of heart that overtook rome of the younar
writers who cndured the ordeals of the Sorme and Posechondneles o
change of heart thot scent to hove ovmrntokon Sorsoon in nariicular,
As in For All We Hovo ond Are, the cneny ir nersistently counted with
the borboriang the Keiror and Germany arc variounly dercribed o
"Caceor of the Night" (11), "Harlord" (12) ond "Venmire of Buronc"B
(13); civiliscd Encglond, frocuently porsonificd ~s o noble cronture,
looks on aghnctz"He willod it noti" They 21l ooppe that Enclondé —orlA
be the nory cucceo~fl i b e :igi.;ﬁovoral norme contnin axhort-tione

to Enclond lilze Mourice chletﬁs:
Fizht rince thou murt: strike cuick ~nd ficrce. (14)

The conflict, =o "unwillingly" cnmnred, involvee cavaral Mlab de¥elel dolal
Por inrtance, the fighting is stridlly in order to bring about »ne-co
ond freecdom. he concluding lines of Hatson's'Tgugpglﬁqgggiglpf “he

World illustrote the idea of fishting for pences this being the 1-st
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resort of o guiltless country against o Merozed nnd griven foc"?

ond them common cquntion in thesc pooms of peace: with victorys

‘"Our hands arc pure; for peace, for pe_pce ve have
striven';
And not by Earth shall he soon be forgiven

Who 1it the fire accurst that flames todny.

Common olgo is the parcdox that the man who i~ fondert of his lifo
is best nleased to diec in o ~ood caurc. Thurs Robert Bridr~es in
Hake up Bnglond, informs Britcins

Through Firoe, Air ond Voter

Thy trinl nust bes

But they that love life bert

Die gladly for thec. (15)

Englond's "horitose" ic frequently invoked to denoarire*e hor
potential migsht. It it o significant meosurc of the wimren-madnerss
of Bnslond thnt Britirh nocte rhould ~~~ the nr inm fiemme 0f +7a
Armade ~nd the Battle of Trafalrex. They depict Eaglond =7 o country
nigh#ly ﬁrOngcd, vrenking vengeance on o shulliing and inferior foc
and backed to the hilt by such herocs os "Howke, Hounrd, Grenville,
Frobisher, Broke". (16) Phe foilure of the nocts to forcsee the
,mhbqjéﬁ&_war parallels the foilurce of the Genercls to adjust their stratecic
theorice to the conditions of trench worfarc. HMost of then thoucht
that the offensive tactic would carry the day. In foct, the roldicrrs

could move no femmsssse focter than had the Romans concucrins the

etV

)

Gauls. Horsce and covalry werce useclers on ground thick with nud ond
terrain broken up by ortillery firc. On the other hand ~upnlie~ and
relief troops could be moved up to the front line by trains.
Therefore if the infantry should break the cnemg's front line, the
dcfenders could seal it off'much faster than the victorious -~ection

could. consolidatc ite advance. Should a section reotreat, it did so
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along its own lines of communication. Therefore the great bottles
on horgebaclk, onvisaged by the commonders and thelr noct onologists
did not materinlisc. Nonctheless, oll ranks were nersistently
‘inculcated with the "offensive spirit", verticularly the use of
the bayonét, which found such an cmbivalent place in Sacsoon's noon,
The Kiss. It is obviour thot the hord facts of mod~zn warfore vere
regponsible for the attitude teken to it by its combotont nocte.

The final, widely suppated idca, found in thesc poems, is
that England would be purged by battle and purifiecd by blood.

Sufforing, wed—te—e—emsorionead, ves belicved to absolve thase

combotants who had right on their cide. Thus Bridges:

Much suffering shall cleansc thecs
But thou through the flood ~
Shalt win to Salvation,

6 beouty through blood. (17)
Lourence Binyon also states thiss

Bndure, O Barth! ond thou awaken,
Purgcd by this drcodful winnowing-fon,
0 wronged, untamecable, unchaken

Soul of divincly suffering men! (18)

These cre the idecas of on older gencration of men tho did not
cenlists yet they arc ideas not substantially different fron thore
beld by their sonc and grandsons. |

Rupcrt Brooke best typifics the attitude of the younger
gencration to the outbronk of the First World Vor. He connot be
consridared an a wor voet cince he wrote only o hendful of noens on
the subject, but he is valuable ac on oxarmle of what wes to be
glorificd as the right-thinking young Bnelich hero, murdsrcd by
the Hun. In 1914, at the age of tuwenty-seven, Broolc hed alrendy
" ostabliched himself as o public figurc. His physical beauty,

athletic prowess, and to a lesscr extent, his intecllect had



distinpguished his schoolboy daye at Rugby ond his uadergroducnte
corcer at Combridse. Ar Scssoon put it, after his ningle neoting

with Broolkes:

Hore I might well have thought - hed ny divinotions
been expressible - was o being singled out for conc

tronsplendent performance, some enchrined ochicvement. (19)

In 1915, Brooke took part in the Gollipoli landings and loter met
his decath on Scyros having opparcntly been stung by a scornion.
In December 1914, o group of "War Sonnets" had apnearced in the
finel cdition of o magezine celled Few Numbers. It was not until
after his death "on active scrvice'" that particulnr ~ttention wos
paid to them. Winston Churchill cuoted them in an obitunrys; Denn
Inge cruoted them in his Enrter scrnon in St. Poul's Cothedrel.

Brooka'!s collcction of mormg, 1014 ~nd Otkher Pocms sub~cquently

went through ninc impressions until the groun of five "1914Y
sannctr mere nrinted in pomphlet form, entitled 1914, Five Somncts

by Rupcrt Brooke. This pemphlet cdition cold twenty thousand conics.

These sonnets cmbody mony of the attitudes I hove obrerved in

pocms by the older generation of crtoblished writers. In Peaco,
Brooke sces wor as on ennobling process that would clean and cb-olve
youth fron its neurotic »rcoccupctions and, by the agency of
suffering, bring cbout true peace: Brooke thonks God vho har nnde
"uS " -

Leove the rick hegrts thot honour could not nove,

And half-men, ond their dirty songs and dreary,

And 211 the little cmptincss of love!

Oh! we, who hove known shame, we have found releace there,
Hhore therc's no ill, no gricf, but sleen hors mending,
Nought broken save this body, lost but breath;

Nothing to shoke the loughing heort's long pecce there
But only agony, ang that haz cndings

And the worst friend and cnemy is but denth. C2<3>
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tn hirc analysis of thersez connetcy Bernard Berponzi hos cloimed thoe
"one very pressing difficulty... is that clements that con be called
representative, cxpressing currente of popular feeling, orce clo~cly
interwoven with others which are purcly per-onzl to Brooke hinrcelf."
(2p) He cingler out the line MAll the little cmptiness of love" n~nd
tokes it to refer to Brooke'r "long and gruclling affeir with'Ka'".
It is olro pocsible to rcad ruch lines in the cpirit of nortinl
ardour exprcescd in other ports of the poem. If vor i~ to be o
cleansing ond purifying mrocecey o view shared by nany in 1914,
including S=ssoon, then therc murt necerrorily be comething to iwi
wash cway. Thorcfore -the specific inctancer thot Broolie gives to
illuctrate his contention that the world hars grown "old and cold ond
weoryM, moy be reod in the tone of high moral indifmotion of fhe
rest of the sonnet.

Thore ig lens concern in Brookce's sonncte mwith nact Britich
gloriecss the emphesis ir on Englond in the nresent, recelling the
nostolgia of The Great Lover and Grontchegtor. The rhetoricnl
re-iteration of the words "Englond" ond"English" in Brooke!'- ~onnete
ic the equivelent of the vimy that 211 virtues rerid- in Englond,

and Brooke's hypothecic ic that Englond hec becone rreat ~oning

Blow, bugles, blow! They brought us for our dozrtﬁ,
Holiners lackod.so long, ond Love, ond Pnin.
Honour has cone back, as a king, to carth,

And moid his subjects with a royal wnles;

And noblcrness welks in our unyce agalns

And we have come into our heritoge. &EE)

In The Soldicr, Brooke identifice the poet'r body with the coil of
England; his heart beconesn ". pulrc 1n the cternal mind." (This
mysticel union of the dead with the livins occurs in Snrsoon's
carly war poctry, most notably in The Lact Moeting end The Brother).
The peradox thot links life ond death is marticulorly ~trong in
Brooke; thus in Scofety:

Safe tholl be nmy soing,



Sccrotly armed ageinst all decath's endeovours:
Safc thouph oll cofety's logt; safce vhere men fall:

v

And if these poor linbs die, safect of all.

Most criticc cre agrecd th.t Sarsoon's poem, Lbrolution ir the
one most initative of Brooke's ronnets. It har been dercribed as a
"panner-beoring poen" vhich "mey be clocsed ar o demcendant fron

Rupcrt Brooke's littlc frmily of 1914 connets”c

]

RIAY)

2& .
A4 "en axercice in

~

the Brookirn mode". (23) This ir particlly truc. Absolution,writton
in three, four-linc stanzas, it technically inferior to Brookeote
sonnets; only in tone ond rentiment is it identicnl:

The cnguich of the corth ~bsolves our cyery

Till beruty chines in all tgiggc e CoN TCCe

Har is our rcourge: yebt war hog nade uc wice,

And, fighting for our freedom, we are frec.

A1l 4he stock attitudes that I hove cnunerated ore to be found herc:
fhe senre of purification, nobility of purpoce, ihc ;éaé%ex of “hn
freoe nen fighting for freedon. But thesce rentinmentic are not crmonded
into concreote cxenple ne they arc in Brooke's sommebr. Sorsoon telle
us thot Absolution #Foubroquontly found fevour with cerinin nidile-
aged rovieverc® but it ir o lescer moenm than ony of Brooke'rn
connotes from which it is derived. However, thic poen ko~ nothing of
what Berponzi, in an attock on Brooko!r csonnetr, calle "the ~clf-
regarding element” (24) woven into the general sWctoment of noble
purnosc. But Sacsoon himeclf obrerves the rerl weokner~s of thie
poem:

The eignificence of my too nobly worded lince irar thot

they cxpressed the typical self-glorifying feelinge of

o, young mon about to go to the Front for the firrd tincee.

tut the more I saw of war the lesw noble-minded 1 felt
about it. (25)

In other words, Absolution jg not really about the wor thas nade
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itgelf knotm to Sassoon. For thig rcason, it ond noconms like it, werc
not included in Sessoon's retrocpective collection, ¥nr Pocng, (2{)
published in 1919. Even if this poem ic recad as an cttemnt to cxomine
the stato.of nind of a young goldicr in the first stoges of war
cxperience, it presents only noble abstractions, the ideos with vhich
the "coldier poct'" maintoins his morale. On this level it ir inferior

to the similar poem by Lourence Binyon, The Fourth of Aurust:

Now in thy swnlendour go before us,
‘Spirit ofEngland, ardent-eyed!
Enkindle this dear earth that bore us,

' In the hour of peril purificd.

The carecs ve hugged drop out of vision,
Our heorts with decper thoughts dilatc.
We otep from days of sour division
Into the grondeur of our fate. (27)
To My Brother, another nocm obvioucly influcnced by Runcrt BTOOkdgwm%

cmploys the idea that a nao

—

1 ith nobility of nurnore is raleoned

from shene by the strugsle in vwhich he finds hincelfs

Give mec your hand, my brother, scarch nmy foces
Look in these eyes lect T chould thinlz of chrmes

For we hove noade an cnd of 2ll things ba<e.

Tho occasion of this poem ic the death of Secsoon's brother, David,
whose "lot is with the ghosts of coldiers dead"; The dead man irc
glorificd; his head is "lourclléd" and his death, accordins to the
faniliar paradox, is "victory". Because of thic "victory" the living
will "win the light". This idca of unity between the living ond the
dead in the cause of rightcousness is a comnon theme in coarly war

poetry, an idea which persisted in some quarters until the arnictice.

\4.
An example of this is Galloway Kyle's prcface to the sccond seriec
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Soldicr Pocts - Moro Songe by Fighting Mon, whoro he roye of thore

B

who have died:

TYhey orc a more glorious and more rmumerous conpany than
the Elizabethans, with whom, in the great conrad~rhin
beyond the grave, they still march, an invisible army,
with their brotherc-in-arms who continue the natericl
and spiritusl werfare here in the flesh, insvniring ond

dircoting the fight that will not end with the wor. (28)

Po My Brother, likec Absolution, is not really about vhat it claine to

besy the fact of the brother's death is converted into somcthing clee,
mysticol and rather neaningless.

David Sassoon qualifies as one of the "undying" in The Drogon
and thqggggzégg. Hritten in the decorous deocosyllables common cnong
the Georgians and in Sacsoon's work, the poem is divided into two
parts of six and eight lines respectively. The first port elaborntes
an imagé of war a8 o self-immolating monster, incatiable and violent,
bont on the destruction of Beauty, narticularly ar it i found in
architccturcs

...the Dragon sings
And be,ts upon the dark with furious wingé;
And, stung to rage by his own dorting fireg,
Reachns with greppling coils from towm to Bvovn:

He lusts to break the loveliness of cpires...

The longuage is naralleled by other pocts wvriting in 1915: tymical ir

the concluding ctonze of Julicn Grenfell's poem, Iro Bottl-e

. he thundering linc of battle ctondsy
And in the air death moans and sings;
But Doy shall closp him with ~trong honds,
And Wight ehall fold him with soft wings; (29)



N
The sccond part of The Drason ond the Undyinn deale with the vietinc
of thiz monstor — "the slain" who are 'vocal UF lile storn-berildered

. teness . .
seas'". The artlculaqy'éhlch iz pronted to the "undying" i~ thot of

ct

he nntural phenomena with which they are identified (ratheor in the
way thot Brooke identifies himsclf with Englend's "suns" ond "rivorsd.
(30)

Their faces are the fair, unshrouded nicht

And plancts are thelr eyes...

They wonder in the duck with chenting strcons,

And theoy erce dawn-lit trees.

In the pocm, France, this nyatical identification of the
soldicrs, dead or alive, with the land, becomes more enecific ond
involves the concept of "victory" as on esscntial insredient of the
oxolted mood. The "glcaming," apocalyptic landscanc of Fronce "ILyImmm
"triumphs" in "each soldier's heart rerene” ond suggests to tho=c

Aino'are fortunate, who fight!

... such harmonies as night
Only from Heaven be dowmward wafted -

Voices of victory and delight.

Robert Graves, a fellow soldlers wWas not imnrecscd by
such poems as these. In his war memoir, Goodbyec to A1l Thet, ke

describes his first impression of Sassoon's noctry:

At this time I was getting my firet book of nocns,
rasmdyx Over the BrazieT, ready for the rress; I had
one or two drofte in nmy nocket—book ond skowed then
to Sie~fried. He frowmed and said thot war rhould
not be written about in such a replictic wny. In return,

he showed me some of his own DpocmS. One of theom begons

Return to greet me, colours that were my Jjo¥s

Mot in the woeful crimson of men cloine..



Siegfriecd haod not vet been in the trenches. I %old 3%

him, in my old-roldier manner, that ke would soon

chonge his style. (31)
Sassoon soon did chonge his styles nonctheless, To Victory, tho noonm
gquoted by Grovess wos not without it~ admircrs. Edwerd Horch included
it in his 1916/1917 anthology of Georgion Poetry. Phank~ to The
cfforts of Bdrmund CGossc it had been nrinted in The "inos, nrefrcend
by the phrarc "by o nrivate coldior at the front" ~nd modertly
initinlled "S.S." Lady Ottoline Morrell, the wife of the frmour
pacifist M.P., Philip Morrcll, ond o convinced nocifict hor-elf, TnT
so nleared by the poen th.,t rhe wrote to congreotulate it~ cuthor.
Sacsoon records thot rhe "found in it tthot infinitc cunlisy hnt
hauntc one¥... & momoathetic desire 1o fly out beyond inio “ko
becuty and colour end freedom that onc o longs for'" (32) Robort
Groves told Sacsoon that he would"soon chonge hie riyle". In Znct

Sassoon wos begining to feel iroloted from boautr. The "zleaning!

landscapes, Ooncc on integral part of hir vi~ion of Frnoncco becono

the oxplicit longlngs of a poct vho desires to ~n-reociate once more
"solours that were nmy Jjory'" in & differont contert thon thnt of ~

drab ~nd cordid iar:

Not in the woeful crimcon of men rlein...

Far from the gun~ that boon and flach.

In other worde Sossoon longe for the rort of idyllic coatvﬁt of hir
earlicr lyrical pocme, pocomT kot he contimied to vride uriil 1916.
To Victory recelle their langunge and rapturce

1 went to fill my gaze vith blue cnd cilver,

Rodiance through living rocco gpirer of ~reen

Ricing in 9%6 young—limbed CODTCe. .

Dorire for this sort of beouty doer not spriag from & censc of

o r=trearinesrs:
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T om not sad:.only I long for lustre.

Although peacc is precented as a controst to war in terns of
Npadiance" end "lustre," and is vhole-heartedly lonsged for, its
"return" cen comc only through the "Victory" of the title, to vhich
the poon ig dedicated.

Therc is a group of four vnoenmr, Before the Bottley, The retic

as Soldier, Secrct Muric ond The Kiss, thich, alt-oug: %hey donl

with the thomes of self-glorification, ctond anart from the bullt of
Scssoon's poens written in the mmod Groves ascribed to the "Honpyr
¥orrior." They arc chort-lincd pocne, tightly rhymed. fending to
deny,by implicatilony the comrad-chip culogired in otlcr poens, “hoy
deal with the seporatencrs of the noct vho is a acncitive ond

solitary being, in o nonner more nycticel than YWkhon I'm- 2ponsy o

Blame of Lights:

I lived ny doys anpart,

\
Dreaming fair rongs for God. (33)
(g}

In A Myntic as Soldier, the solitary mystic ir di~tingniched
gpirituelly from his follow soldiers by kis quert for God in the

regln of denth:

Mow God ic in the cirife,
And I must ccek Hinm there,

Whore death outnumbers life...

The finol stonza describes the nececciry war-like possion, jurtified
by the previoucly dorcribed quest for God which supmorts the nyvotic
in this scarch. This i~ contrasted with o plea fox the nronor
harpnony to be rectored to the mystic's 1lifc. Unlike the "anger" in
the "brain" which irc confined to the intcllect, thi~ hornony hos to

do with the "clay" of the =cnses:

T walk the ~ecret way



With onger in ny broin.
0 muric through ny cloy,

When will you ~ound angain?

In Sccret Mucic, the journey into death hos been nccompliched.

In The Myetic 2o Boldier; the moct hed already been Morotmed" by

"elory": here o further coronation ickes place and rusic returnc to

the solitory myrtice

Mo the world's ond I went, and found
Doath in his cornivel of glares
. But in my torment I was croimed,

© And mueic dawmed zbove despair.

Phis muric does mok corrospond to the music of A Myotic o- Soldier
but is "secrot." This recrecy exponds the idea of the "recret oy

in A Mystic ag Soldicr and represents o nycticel coming to terne with

the spiritual and emotional pressurcs of war. Bhe “eecret rucic”
involves the "glory" in the noct's heort but hos now undergone o tect

of cndurance and can be linked with o corresvpondingly tected "heruty' s

I keep such maric in my brain
No din this <ide of death con cuells
Glory cxulting over pain,

And boauty)garlandcd in hell.

In both poems there ir o confidence in the cssentinl hnrmony of the
world. Whus "God is in the rtrife" ~nd "beouty" ir Nenr]londed in hall
Above oll, the snirit murturcd by the intuitive ommrchencion of where

harmonics, i~ reporate fron wer and connot be di~turbed by its

My drcaming spirit will not heed
The roor of gung...
... that on the gloom can read

Proud-surging mclodies of joy.



Thig bosic iden occures in Beforc the Battle in which Foture id
invoked ~f & protcction; it is thir idea that urificr Before the

Bottle with A Myctic og Soldier ~nd Sccres Muric, olthough it i~-

technicelly dicsiniler. It it comno~ed of two riangas of ~ix ~nd
goven linen rhymed in couplets rather thon three four-line ~tanzne
rhymed alternately. Doted June 25%h 1916, this poem wars written
before the Battle of the Somme. The de~cription of treer, woater

- and birds corresponds to the descrintion of the River Horais in

Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (34) and was Sarsoon's lost contoct

with such scenes before hir first real encountor with treach worfarc.

I have no nced to nroy

That fear moy pass avays

I scorn the srowl and rumble of the firht
Yhat summons me fron cool

Silence of march and pool...

The attitude of aloofness, the concern only with noture and scorn of
war woas soon to give way to a concern with the precire dercrintion
and evogstion of realities on the Front Linc.

The lact poom which moy be concideored with this groun, i-
The Kica. Yhere hoo been an umount of unnecersory ~ncculntion about

Sacsoon's intention in writing thi~ nocm, deriving from Grave-~!

comment on it in Goodbyc to All T

hate
Sicofriecd's unconguecrable idealism changed dircction
rith hie eavironment: he varied betwcon honny varrior

and bitter poacifiet. His poem:

To theoe I turn, in these I trust,
Brother Lead and Sister Stecel;
To his blind powor I makc appecel,

I sunrd her beauty cleon from rust...

had originally becn inspired by Colonel Comnbell, V.C.'s
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blood~thirsty "Snirit of the Bayonet" ~ddrese ot an

crmy school. Later, Siegfricd offcred it ar

]

sgtire:

and it certainly comes off, vhichever vny you rend it. (35)

First publiched in May 1916, The Kisshaﬁ written ot the Offic-r'~
T
Treining Comp ot Flixccourt. Ite inspirotion in dercribed in Ilomoirs

of an Infantry Officocrs:

The lecturcr's voice £till batterced on ny brain. "The
bullet cnd boyonet are brother and ricter." "I jrou
don' kill hin, he'll kill you." "Stick hin between
the cyes, in the throat, in the cheegt." "Don't we~*o
good ctecl. 8iy inches are onou@h That's the ure of
o foot of steel ~*+icking out &t the bock of o mra's
neck? Three inchon will do for him; vhen he coughs,

o and look for cmother.'" (36)

If this poem ic read or Sassoon originally intended, its bloodthirsty—

ness is thot cngendered by the "anger" of' A Mystic os y Soldicr and the

tone is cimileor to §9g;§ﬁ"yuciq.whorc the action of battle is n &
torment, o form of demcntin. Thir poen hor rconcthing of the nyrticicn
of cuch poecms; the myctic ho~ two allies in his tosk: *he bullet ond
the bayonct:

He spinc ~nd burns aond loves the air

And splite o rkull to win ny praisc;

But uo the nobly morching doys

She glitters ncked, cold and fair.

Swect Sister, gront your =oldicr thiss

That in good fury he moy fcel

The body whore he sete hie heel

Quoil from your dowmward darting kirs.

That this sort of attitude was prevalent iz well attested in

contenporary poems. Examples are W.W. Gibson's



This bloofy steel

Has killed o man.

I heard him sguenl

Ag on I ron. (37)

from Bhé Boyonet, or from Robert Hichols' The Assgults

A sudden thrill -

'"Pix Bayoncts!'

Gods! we have our £ill

0f fear, hysteria, cxultotion, rages

Roge to kill. (38)

Thot Sassoon should later offer The Kinm as o sntirical poem demon~trate:
the rodical glteration of his ottitude to tha wor. Diffcrently
interpreted, the poem expresses o depth of war-like cnotion, rather thon
a height, thereby illurtroting the state of mind of onc ill-couined to
make o meture judgement on the fighting. Illugtrative of this irc

Horbert Rend's Hopny Horrior in which the attitude of mind dor~cribed in

The Kisg and the other poens cuoted, foils to su~tain the coldicr and

acts’ ar an ironic comment on his actunl condition:

. Hir wdld heort beats with painful cobs,
His stroincd hands clench n~n ice—cold rifle,
His aching jaws grip o hot,parched tongucy

And hisz wide coyes ceorch unconcioucly.
He connot shrick

Bloody coliva
Dribbles dowvm his shapeler~ jacket.

I scw him ctab
And stob agein
A well-lkilled Bocheo.

This is the hoppy warrior
Phic is ho... (399



38.

Mowsrds the ond of April 1916, Sarcoon virited the Fourth
Army School ot Flizccourt for o nonth's coursc of troining. “lthouh
The Kiss worn yritten here, it is largely out of Hunc with Sncsoon'c

prevailing nood, one of "epiritucl oxcltation.”" He tvrites:

Moonuhile that Musc of mine could gtill bring ne
the Telief of idyllic and mclodious utteronce, in

which I indulged freely... (40)

Soveral of the mooms gotherod in Morning Glory were t=itten in tho
ploasant country round Flixccourt: of thosc groupcd togother in Collectoc
Booms undor the sub—titlo‘Egg;ggqyg;gingyl,fgggjgggqjﬂqgiigg ong TUBT
A Leotter Home arc subscribed with 4its nonc. The Lost Heeting illustroten

Soesoon's conment in Sicgfricd's Journers

The vorld cround mc was luminous and lovely; I wae
£i1led with physical grotitude for it and I ctrove
10 oxprose that vision 1ith spiritual ocxcltotion.
My drcoms werc minc, ond oven the rigorous routine

of infantrr werforce could not dispel then. (21)

The beauty of notural surroundings woas capable of nroving to Snesoon

that ossentinl hormonies underlay cxmericnce. The Lngt Meoting is boged
on the idcos that the deod nre myctically unified with the living ond
that the solitary is capable of understonding such divin~tions ond &
ordering them in his nind. The noct determines %o vicit a berutiful ond

loved place in ordner

Mo find the face of hinm that I khave lost

And speck with hin.

Passing throuch the villege, peopled by "humble, kindly folk," hec mocc
to a "bism, cmpty house', & "ehostly hulk" unfurnisred boccuceof the Tnr.

Phe house is "ouite cmpty,"



.os it could bkold
His humon ghogt, remembered in the love

Thnat strove in vain to be compeonioned £+ill.

In the sccond vart of the nocm, Sassoon gfucceeds in conjuring un the
ghost of +the dead men by the agency of ‘noturc. Like the "creen spires”
of To Victory, the forms of noture suggert the forme and ntnorphere of
recligious architecturec:

I found o holy dinness, 2nd the neoce

Of sanctuary, aurtercly built of trces...

Therc is no nccd to invoke the ghost with ortificial devices: the dend
man is totally identified with the world. Sassoon cxpands the thene of
the mystical absorbtion of the spirit of the dead by the bocutiful forme

of naoturc, ~nd mokes the "ghost" crticulcote:

My body is the megic of the world,
And dotm ond sunset flone with my snilt blood.

My breath is the grect wind...

The procecs docs not cnd herc. The living moy be brousht to o new
aworcnesc of beouty by recosnising in it the essence of the dead.
On a lees oxalted leovel, the third port of the nocnm denls with the —oet!c

docision to recosnisc the dead man's spirit in '"new lovelinesce's
Ly -

Thus, vhen I find new lovelinese to proise,
. And thinge long-lmoim chine out in sudden groco,

Theon will I think: "Ho noves before nc now."

So ho will never come but in dolight...

' Another poem written at Flixccourt - & lettor Home,

addrossed to Robort Graves — trecats the theme of Tho Logt Ileoting on o

humomrous level. "Soldier Dovid," presuncbly killed i action,; ic
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doscribed ng ~ YGroen Men" vho cinge o nndrigal in the 0oés ond bahrvor
like a nythiccl »rince. o marchec over the Yelsh coun ryeidr writh treer
for'oomradc%.amd snende the night cheltering in "hilly moolg.™ The
officeor in him i not dead, hoiever:

Yen, it'e certoin;here he teaches

Outnost sochemes to grouns of beeckes.

This treatmont of the *hene is nerhaps more succersful, althourh the
poen ends on g facile note of ontimirm. It looks forweord to ~ome time in
the fubure vhen certain unspecified "Drecms will triunnh"s

Tar's o joke for me end you

[

TThile we knotwr such drecms ore truc.

Thig iz not the cort of joke lilkely yo be cracled by the mra shot throush

the throat in A Whicpered "olcs

And =till you vhiener of the woar, ~nd find

'Sour jolkes for 2ll those horrors left bcohind.

The short pocm To His Dead Body was also cddrecsed to Graver.
It was wreitten vhile SBassoon woas under the imnmression thot hic friond k-d
beecn killed. Groves!' next of kin hod in fact been informed of his onmorent
death. The foilure of this noem — that of irrclevance to itc subicct on

any profound level - is the foilure of many of Sassoon's eorly wnr moonr.

Initiclly the man is killed on o fairly rcalistic level -

.o+ roaring gloon surged inwerd ~nd you cricd,
Groping for fricndly hondg, and clutched, 2nd dicd... -
but the esrence of the mon, contisting of "nhantone of thousht and nerory,

is speeded t6 the core of a ludicrous father-figurce who bearc o resenblonce

to Fotheor Christmas:
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Door rod=foced father God who 1lit your nind.

The poen is therefore ambiguous. It could bec rend in the beniering
monnor of A Letter Homg, yet it was writien to nork on occneion thich
gave Sassoon condiderable gricf.
L
During the months precefing his stoy ot Flixccourt, Soosoon's
"yoble-minded" attitude to the wer begen to give way to & zroatoer concern
with documenting the realities of trench werfare at its noet literzl

level, without, as yot, meking morel judgements on it. He writes:

Thig grodunl process begen, in the first nonthe of

1916 with o fow gonuine trench pocms, dictoted by ny

resolve to record my surroundings, and usuclly ba veed

on the notes I was neking whenever I could do so with

detachmeont. These pooms oinmed at inpersonal deccrintion

of front-line conditions, and could o% leart clain to
C be the first thinge of thoir kind. (42)
At this timek the average "soldicr-poet" wes still idenlining his home-
sicknees an¢‘tho averasc mocn Was an cfcapist de y—dreen. Gollowny K;lode
anthology oxomplifics this. (43) Whet woe actuelly horpening in the
trenches woe not considered suiteble subject matter for poctry. Lherefore
Sagsoon's cloim to have nroduced comcthing original ves not unfounded.

.

His new mocnmse arc oll the nore renarioble aen oac cncidere tre conbortt,
in wthich they were produced, ond the curront tosbe in wor poctry whnt
hae beon illustratoed. Scesoon's "journalistic" noeng crinblish the fim
foundation of the tante in wor poetry that hos endured. he dnsire Ho
convey to “he nublic ~n accurate impression of tronch life, &prong fron
a senec of wor-weariness. The war hdd been sufficicntly louded ne o sront
-cruoo,dc9 but it had become o long—dratm-out end bitter strur~le, the
noture of vhich Sassoon wished to describe rother thon condemn. He wos
soon’ to discover thot the facts themeclves entoiled moral judgoments ond

thot hig bitter, nacifist poems arosc quitec noturclly fron the innrecsion

rccorded in his wor dicry.



Torother with the carlicr noen Strotcher-Gose, there noons

purely descriptive of wor conditione form o distinct prour: ther

are

of Liphts, A Suboltorn, The Rood, In tho Pink cand

A Wg;glgggﬁggﬁl.Sascoon has callod Stretcher—Cage "an objective and

mildly satiricel description of o wounded soldicr's scensations" (
and on this level the voom is a success. Tre actual murings of
"gtrotcher—case" are no more conhisticoted than the cogitations o

0ld huntsnan in the pocn of the sone nome:

He sighed, confusecd; thon drew a coutioc breoth:

"mhig level journcying wes no ride through deoth.

44)

the

'Tf T were dead,' he muscd,'thore'd be no thinking..u

;
On the whole, the delight of the fortunate soldier 2t finding hin

"pack in Blighty" is convincing.

Tn the bulk of these "journolistic" noems Snsroon us

sclf

cs the

conversational menner thet he had alrcady put to good cffect in The

Daffodil Murderer and THe 0ld Huntsnon, but usec 1t in more nerconcl

situntions. Two of these poome deol with Sassoon's relations with

follow officers. A re’hor potty poem, Hhon I'n Amongw o Blazc of

hye

PORLE =

Lirhen

cxpresses the poet's love of nature, boolkzs and paintings ond hig reolicnce

on their nermory during rather vulgar social occasionos

Of things like thesc I chooge to think
When I can never be olonos
Then somcone says 'Another drink?!

And turns my living heort to stone.

The concluding line hng romething of the sting of later ratirical ni

but the tarset is obscurc. The fact thet Bossoon's nresence S

c
superfluous, that nobody 1is comnelling hin to listen to the "otdry rmcid

and that ke is throwm into despair by the offer of another drialz,

hin scen prigzich.

molror

malan .

S~rmoon's roaction to his fellow officers is more accentnbl

b S )

in A Suboltern. Tho scnsc of o decprelationshin is cvolzed betwecen



the poet who is cast in the r8lc of gympathetic lirteoner and the shy
young subnltern vhore "fresh face slowly brightentns to tho grin" cets
1
the noet's memory
!

«ss boc)s to sumner daye,

With tweaty runs to nolicy and logt non in.

This pcaceful cricketing menory is contrested with the »rescent risours

of treonch life vhore the young noan had cndurcd "» bloody time..."

e+ crouching for the crunne to burst,

While coucalzing rots scompered across the slinc.

Such contrasts are then deliberctely rendercd invalid and therefcere
doubly iroﬁic by the lack of any corresvondsnce betiucen life ot hone
and lifc in the trenches, on o level meoningful to the cuffering
soldicrs. Hbro ogein the cceds of bitterness cnd sotiricol commont
bogin to cmorge noturally from nure reclisms the "bi&nknossﬂ of the
Subsltern's nind nakes its own poiﬁt. But this "blanmess" is
ambivalent; it also suggests o defence mechonism vwhich con nrotcct
the young officer from the hordships of his lifc. Tho symnothy thot
cxists botﬁoon the t1o nen also strikes an optimistic note but this
ig contradicted by his resnonsc to the fricndliness offered by the
pocts

1Good éod!' he louched, ond slowly filled his nine,

Wondering Wwhy he olweys kolked such trine.!

The use of on idyllic picture of Englond to nrovide o contrar
by which to cssess and oveluate tronch life soon became unrenl to
Sassoons the intercsts of home and front-linc scemed no lonser nart of
the some oxpericnce. In fact the cmotional link betweon the trenches
and Englend becane scverely strained es the wer continued. “Mhis
process of alienation became an important weapon in Sassoon's
satirical poems. In the "journzlistic" poems, England is spccified in

the actual loyalties of men to sweethearts, wives, home-torms ond in



their sporting activitics, esncciclly hunting end cricket. By o
nrocess of =imple controsts the description of *the relation of thesc
"40 the soldiecr ard the trench situation, is usecd to nnle the we
substantial for the recoder. After the battle of the Sonme, many eoldier
felt thot nobody ot home wos concerned with their suffering. The
"home~front" socm@A necopled with cellous ond ignorant journnlists,

i
bress~hats, nmoliticions and profitcers rather thon foithful and devote
wives ond pothors. Corresnondingly Scssoon's versc becnne more
sgtirioal; dirccted aroinst the abuces of Church, Arng and Stnte in
"~ the oonduqt“of the wor. His sincere indignation drove hin to reverre
hig rycten of contrsts, using the horrors of tronch vﬂrftrolind “ho
plight of the soldirre to innlement hig ntt-rlz o gh- Mhnrpfrong !

Tdons rinilor to those of L Sibrltern ore found in Iho 2n-d.
However, the women waiting ot home are brought neorcr the coldioer:
their invieible preocence lines the road along vhich the roldisrr nosc.
They arc

A natient crovd...

' Silent, vorn out with woiting, sick with feor.

The road passes through the "dregs of battlel - dead nen ~nd horres

thot oroy Eme=iEstiesiiey the reol objects that throng the rond. The
noen singﬂos out and addresscs an indievidual - "noor, rpromvling Jocl!-

'

in order to denonstrate the mental as well as physical icolntion of

|
such soldiers from the women ot homos

You did not feel her arms about your kncos,
Hor blind carces, her lins upon your hend.
Moo tired for thoughts of home and love nnd cnro,

The rood tould sorve you well cnough for bed.

The divicion betweon ier and home, civilicn ignorence cad the futility
|

of woman's grief, prominent in later nocms such as The Hero, Suicide

in the Trenches and Remorse, arc to be observed in this poem.

Nonectheloss Sasroon is content to usc images of home lifc oz terms of
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Two poems which illustrate this point are In the Pink and

reference to bring preportion to these descriptive poems.

. A Working Party. In three stanzas In the Pink describes the contrasting

conditions of a private soldier in the past, present and future. At

the present moment, "Davies" is "in the pink" and has written home:

He'd had a drink
Of rum and tea; and, though the barn was chilly,

Por once his blood ran warl...

In the sedond stanza this feeling of well-being is replaced by memories
of the paét. Davies recalls
Sundays at the farm,
And how he'd go as cheerful as a lark
In his best suit, to wander arm in arm

With brown-eyed GweD...

In the third stanza a Hankness of mind similar to that of the Subaltern

blots out these memories with its prediction:

Tomorrow night we trudge

Up the trenches and my boots are rotten.

Pive miles of stodgy clay and freezing sludge,
~ And everything but wretchedness forgotten.

The concluding lines imply that the soldier is suffering needlesely.
He does not know why he finds himself in such a position:

Tonight he's in the pink; but soon he'll die,

And still the war goes on - HE don't know why.

In A Working Party another soldier, "a decent chap," is sniped. The

poem unifies the soldier with his surroundings in a way quite removed

from Sassoon's earlier theories; noeshe is as clumsy and grotesque as *

the landscape of war:
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Sometimes he tripped and lurched against the walls
With hands that pawed the sodden bags of ohalk ,

The only difference between him now and when he becomes a "jodting
dump" is that he becomes '"Beyond all need of tenderness and care.!
His death is the process whioch finally merges him with his surroundings
While he ié alive the stanza which describes his'family and home in a
Midland town is all that distinguishes him from his enviromment; but
this has néthing to do with his current situation as it shows a
contrasting state of living. Ironically the only other feature whioh

distinguishes him from his environment is the flare thati causes his
' death.

These two poems show that Sassoon was beginning to reject

the idea that a dualism exists between the mind and the body. The m
notion that some sort of spirit has the power to transend the physical

is readilyldiscernible in Absolution or The Last Meeting; but Sassoon

‘Was disoovéring with Edmund Blunden that:

The effect on the soul depended very closely on what

happened to the body. We did not leave our bodies at

the tramsport lines. (45)

i
The adolescent may suffer from this feeling of dualism: the body
appears tolmature before the emotions, the intellect before the body.
In the treﬁches there can be no such distinction. This is what lies
behind bassoon s comment that his war experience '"made a man" of him.
It also gave him the bas1s for a wider sympathy in which a feeling
for the total man is involved, not just his physical plight or his
mental condition in some way Separable and divorced.

Similarly Sasoon came to see the inadequacy of the Christian
analogy'injwar poetr&. Harold Joln Jervis' At a Wayside Shrine describes
the soldiers as "these other Christs in thin disguise?*béassoon sees

a sentry keeping watch ¢n Golgotha, a descriptive piece evooative of

the tediousness of war; in The Redeemer,however, he explores the



soldier-Christ analogy more fully. The Redeemer was a very popular

~ poem in 1916. It first appeared in the April mumber of The Cambridge
Magazine and was printed in three subsequent editions of Sassoon's
ﬁoemZ?ZZdlin Georgian Poetry 1916/17. It has not found favour with

later reviewers and was excluded from Collected Poems. Evidently its

impeccable sentiments appealed to a group who did not approve of his
later work.

In The Redeemer, the analogy bdween Christ carrying the

cross and the private soldier shouldering his load of duck-boards, is
tenable only on a superficial level:

I say that he was Christ; stiff in the glare,
And leaning forward from His burdenéng task,
Both arms supporting it.
It is the second assertion that fails on both the superficial and the
religious levels:
I say that he was Christ, who wrought to bless
| All groping things with freedom bright as air,
And with his mercy washed and made them fair.

How this “"simple chap" who endures "Horror and pain", unable to make
moral judgements ("unjudging") in any sense resembles a "Redeemer"

or can give any form of benediction, is not made explicit. The reader
can enlylaésume that Christ is partaking of the soldierfs suffering
and thatlthe poet has seen a vision, an apocalypse. In this way
Sassoon loosely identifies the'cause of the Great War with the Christ-
ian myth of Redemption, attempting to unite them in terms of direct
realism. This was a common enough attitude, the ironies of which

Sasgoon was already beginning to perceive:

And someone flung his burden in the muck,
Mumbling: 'O Christ Almighty, now I'm stuck!'

i
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Enemies deals with a glimpsed situation occuring between

enemies after death, rather in the manner of Owen's Strange Meeting.

Saééoon'é poem possibly provided Owen with the inspiration of his own
‘“hich expands its prototype in more specific terme, actually describing
the "long, dark junnel" down which the dead men travelled. In Enemies,
ghosts of dead "hulking Germans', killed by the poet in revenge for '
a friend's death, throng round the Englishman's ghost. The simplicity
of the lines; the economy of the setting - "some queer, sunless place"
- and the half-comprehended reproaches of "These patient, stupid,
sullen ghosts of men", contain Sassoon's meaning in a unity of context,
form and language. It is this ability that exé%lifies Sassoon's powers
as a‘poet, powers that he was soon to use with devastating effect =z
against targets more explicit than the paradox of living to die in
the-trenches. This poem ends on a note of optimism; a reconciliation

occurs bdween the enemies:

At last he turned and smiled. One took his hand

Becéuse his face could make them understand.

There is no mention here of the "crazed and driven foe." Nowhere doRS
Sassoon eipreSS'the anti-German sentiments that invade the "crusading"

poens of the early part of the war.
The Death-Bed resembles Enemies in so far as the sense of

frustration is not directed against the enemy but against death and

war.-ﬂ&dﬂgaxgh;Laagely.Qescribing in a realistic way, the feelings and N
sensations of a young, dying man, The Death~Bed contains a protest at

the arbitrary way that Death is apportioned:

l He's young; he hated War; how should he die

- When cruel, old campaigners win safe through?

0y

Nonetheless in death %here is the safety expressed in Brooke's sonnet:

And there was safety in the summer night;
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Silence and safety; and the veils of sleep.

Then, far away, the thudding of the guns.
In this poem the three major elements of Saésoon's war poetry are to
be found: the 6ptimism of Absolution, the.realism and compassionate
descriptiveness, and the concise, bitter protest that was to become
‘his distinctive manner.

Sassoon's poetic progress from the early weak patriotic

poems, thréugh the realistically despriptive poems based on incidents

reported in his note-book to the sharp, satirical poems, is paralleled

in Herbert' Read's development as a poet. In The Contraiy Experienceg
Read writes: ‘

The impact of the war on my sensibility is best

;revealed in the change which came to my writing

.during the peried... it was a change of content

‘rather than of technique. (48)
To poets indignant at the prolongation of the war and the falsification
of facts fpé'propagandist purposes, technique was of use only in as
much as it facilitated the presentation of the argument. Articulation,
not creativity, provided the desired éffect. Sassoon's technique
altered only as his attitude to the war becamé increasingly hostile;
his poems became shorter and their impact more direct. This change of"
attitude was not confined to Sassoon and Read but was shared by many
other writers and is well attested in their work. Henri Barbusse

speaks for many in Le Feu:

War is frightfﬁl and unnatural weariness, water up
40 the belly, mud and dung and infamous filth. It is
.befouled faces and tattered flesh... It is that,'that
' endless monotony of misery broken by poignant tragedies;
it  is that and not the bayonet glittering like silver,
_nor the bugle's chanticleer to the sun. (49)
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The development of Sassoon's war poetry mirrors this

development of the war; his protest arose quite naturally out of the
apparently changing conditions. Edmund Blunden again expresses the
general fee;igg; he observed a 'change that was coming over the war, (9
the induration from a personal crusade into a vast machine of violence".
An increaSe!in pacifist thinking at home, led by the Morells, Bertrand
Russell and Lytton Strachey was matched by a cer%ain amount of unrest
among the writers aﬁd intelleotuals in the trenches. Robert Graves
lists

...0sbert and Sachaverell Sltwell, Herbert Read,

Slegfrled, Wllfred Owen, myself and most other

young wrlters of the time, none of whom now believed

in the war. (51)

It was not alwgys easy for +the harassed aﬁd mentally
disturbed soldier to analyse and express his thoughts about the war.
It is not therefore surprising that H.G.Wells' Mr. Britling Sees It
Throu was "more of a revelation" to Siegfried Sassoon than anything

he had read. One passage in particular caught hlS attention:
i
It is now a war like any other of the mobbing, many-
aimed cataclysms that have shattered empires and
devastated the world; it is a war Vithout point, a
war that has lost its soul; it has become mere
incoherent fighting and destruction, a demonstration
in vast and tragic forms of the stupidity and

ineffectiveness of our speciesS... (52)

fhese sentiments were not widely held on the homefront by
wives and mothers or men too old to fight. Even the soldier's right
to question his own death was widely denied. Writing afder the'war,
Douglas Jerrold claimed that prose works of the war failed to point

out that the "individual in modern warfare is not a fighting umit." (53)

The troops were fed this sort of propaganda in periodicals like John



Bull, yet were forbidden to read any journal, like The Nation,
suspected of pacifism. The reaction of the soldiers was to discourage
patriotic dogma in their comrades and to disbelieve the anti-German
propaganda spread about by the authorities. Because of these radical
differences in attitude, relations between the soldiers and non-
combatants;were becoming increasingly difficult. The lack of connection
between England and the trenches is recalled by Sassoon in Siegfried's
Journey. His unsensational description of his‘exﬁerience of this
division iﬁ the nation, involves the sadness of the junior officer on
leave and his sense of alienation from his old envirenment, feelings
that are sometimes obscured by the ferocity of the war poems. Sassoon's
awareness of the situation is heightened by the contrast bewween the
trenches and a tea~party with his Uncle Hamo and his uncle's friend,

Mr. Horniman:

. The contrast between the warx the infantry knmew and
having tea with Mr., Horniman - could the two things be
mentally digested and rationalised by a kindly pat on

the back from one's elders? eeee It wasn't possible

to imagine oneself even hinting to them, that the Somme
Pattle was — to put it mildly - an inhuman and beaétly
business. One had to behave nicely about it to them,
keeping up a polite pretence that to have taken part in it
was a glorious and acceptable adventure. They musti know
what it was costing in lives of course; the casualty
liste had told them that... I had felt that no explanayien
:of mine could ever reach my elders - that they weren't
.capable of wanting to know the truth. Their attitude was
'to insist that it was splendid to be in the frent-line.
:So it was - if one came out of it safely. But I resented
'fheir patriotic suppression of those aspects of war

‘which never got into the papers... I began to feel that
.although I didn't want to upset Uncle Hamo, I should like
'to give some of the comfortable civilians a few shocks,’

;even if they were to accuse me of being wrong-headed and



, ungentlemanly. Needless to say, a good many of them did. (54)

Sassoon's changing attitude to the war was naturally refls cted

in his writing:
Nothing I had written before 1916 showed any symptom

of this development. It was as if I had suddenly found

myself to be an expert boxer without having undergone

any training... I merely chanced on the device of composing
_twe or three harsh, peremptory, and colloguial stanzas

with a knock-out blew in the last line. (55)

The#® first of these poems was written while Sassoon was attempting to
.convey thé realities of trench life in poetic form. In Siegfried's
/Joufnex he deseribes "Stand-to: Good Friday Morning as the only poem

*which anticipated my later successeB in condensed satire... a jaunty

scrap of doggerel-versifie¢ from a rough note in my diary." (56) This

'pqem demonstrates not how Sassoon experienced a tremendous change of

heart, but how his satirical poems arose quite naturally from his attempt

to define the realities of trench life in verse. As Sassoon says:

ees it summarised the feelings of thousands of other
platoon commanders, and I consider it one of the most

effective of my war productions. (57)
The language is suitably blunt. The poem opens:

" I'd been on duty from two till four.
I went and stared at the dug-out door.
Dovm in the froxst I heard them snore.

'Stand to!' Somebody grunted and swore.

It follows with a description of nature that is disjointed and disunified;
the larks are "discordant" and the poet feels "ill." His figure (far
removed flom the context of Absolution) staggers up to the front line,



sending up a prayer:

O Jesus, send me a wound today,
And 1'll believe in your bread and wine,

And get my bloody old sins washed white!

es
These lines inevitably gave offence. Sassoon records an extreme example

which occured six years after the poem had been written:

+++ the reprinting of these lines in a New Zealand
Socialist paper caused the eddator to be prosecutéd for
blasphemous libel., After several days of law-court
proceedings the editor was discharged - the jury adding
a rider 'that similar publications of such literature

be discouraged.' (58)

As far as the modern reader is concerned, the hard realism of the poem
contains the three concluding linesin berfect unity; and from this
unity comes the force of the satire which displays the inadequacy of
religious consolation under trench conditions. )

A similar contrast is used in At Carnoy where the actual
physical situation ef the soldiers is more comfortable. They are camped
in a hollow behind the lines, chatting and playing the mouth-organ
while the poet watches the sun go down:

Crouched among the thistle~tufts I've watched the glow
Of a blurred orange sunset flare and fade;

‘And I'm content. Tomorrow we must go

To téke'some cursed Wood... O world God made!

Siﬁce God is blamed for creating the world, the implication is ironic
and the scepticism of Stand-to: Good Friday Morning is expressed more

obliquely.
If God, provided He exists, deserves blame for his creation,



His ministers deserve more blame, in Sassoon's eyes, for their
interpretation of it. In They a Bishop expresses conventional sentiments
concerning the war:
_ 'When.the boys come back
*PThey will not be thé same; for they'll have fought
'In a just cause: they lead the last attack
'On Anti-Christ; their comrades' blood has bought

'New right to breed an honourable race...'

In the second stanza, the Bishop receives his answer from "the boys."
In his descripbion of the circumstances under which this poem was
written, Sassoon remarks that it "subsequently proved to be the most

publicly effective poem" he had written.

'He're none of us the same!' the boys reply.

tRor George lost both his legs; and Bill's stone blinds
"Poor Jim's shot through the lungs and like to die;
'And Bert's gone syphilitic: you'll not find

'A chap who's served that hasn't found some change.'
and The Bishop daid: 'The ways of God are strange!

The effect of the poem derives from the hollowness of the Bishopls
abstract ideas wheﬁ they are compared with the stark realities of
injury and death. The subtle use of the.caesura emphasises the meaning
by sypressing the musical flow of the metre. Faced with these facts,
the Bishop prefers to twist his dogmas to embrace the situation, rather
than to verify them empirically; this bland assqgtlon on the part of
the cleric provides the satirical impact of the last line.
Un00601ously, and growing out of a desire for truth, Sassoon
created the taste by which his own early poems, the war sonnets of
Brooke and the writing of many young soldier poets may be condemned.
Juét as the Bishop's pompous phrases are jnadequate as an analysis of
the situation they describe, heroic poems expressing the unity of the

1iving and the dead, the exaltation and absolution of the earth in time



of anguish, and the glory of combat, do not describe the brute realities
of the fighting on the Somme or at Passchadaele. It may be argued that
Sassoon uses his materiél on its lowest level; it is his intention,
however, to shape this méterial into a wider significance by economy in

the selection of it. .
Ainother poem, The Choral Union, attacks the attitude of the

church and its inadequate consolations for the war-weary. 4 ﬂrunken
soldier on leave, who has "guzzled like a hog," finds his way into a
choral concert. In his stupoar he imagines that he has been admitted
to Heaven. In fact he is mingling with two of Sassoon's favourite
targets - the well-fed priest and smg civilian who are listening to
the local choir:
| and everyone seemed good;

And clergymen were s8itting meekly round

With joyful faces, drinking in the sound;

.And holy women, and plump whiskered men.

Could this be Heaven?

Nonetheless the weight of his sins presanén him; consequently,
anxiously whispering "Hallelujah", "He wondered when Lord God would
turn him out."

The "holy women, and plump whiskered men" are the represent-—
atives of those callous civilians who carefully and deliberately
preserved their ignorance of the suffering of their soldier sons. This
ignorance providesthe fueﬂgfor the poem The Hero. In three, six-line
stanzas, Sassoon undermines the-gléry of dying for one's country and
provides a nthoroughly caddish antiaote to the glorification of ‘the
supreme sacrifice'...” (59) The poem was first published in The
Cambridge Magazine and once again Sassoon had "hit the mark" and
offended a large body of public opinion. He had already published

‘outspoken' poems in this magazine but it was $he Hero that provoked

a letter from
an old Cambridge man who claimed to be ‘'an average

Englishman, pained, not to say disgusted, that such a

thing... should appear in a magazine connected with the
' 1



Universaty of Cambridge.' (60)

The attitude of the mother in The Hero - "we mothers are so proud of our
dead mmmm soldiers" - is identical with that of the author of the widely
reprinted letter from "A Little Mother" to the editor of The Morning
Posts
We women pass on the human ammunition of ‘only sons' to
£ill up the gaps, so that when the ‘common soldier' looks
back before going 'over the top' he may see the women of

the British race at his heels, reliable, dependent,

uncomplaining.<z2)

In The Hero an officer is telling a "little mother' of her son's death
in action, supporting the letter from the colonel. The proud and
sorrowing mother says that "Jack fell as he'd havé wished." However, the
truth about her "brave, her glorious boy" does not correspond with the
colonel's letter. With the full force of the rhyming couplets, it occurs
to the officer, who had told some "gallant lies,"

hoew 'Jack'y, cold-footed, useless swine,
Had panicked down the trench that night the mine
Went up at Wicked Cormer; how he'd tried
To get sent home, and how, at last, he'd died,
Blown to small bits.

The étg?k is not directed at the mother who has little else for solace
but her belief in her son's heroism, nor at Jack for his cowardice.
It is the reader's complacency, his refusal to admit the truth of these
too common episodes or to absorb them into his comprehension of the
nature of war, and the lack of humanity consequent on such an attitude.
After all, '

no-one seemed to care

Except that lonely woman with white hairs
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In The Tombstone Maker, the civilian is again under attack and

is jidentified with the craftsman in the poem. The tombsione maker is
bemoaning the fact that he has lost most of his trade because so many
are dying abroad and cliéms that unless the war ends, he'll "soon be
broke." The man's selfishness and lack of humanity draw an ironic retort
from the poet whose response is to retail a typical item of official
propaganda:

I told him with a sympathetic grin,

That Germans boil dead soldiers down for fat;

And he was horrified. 'What shameful sini

10 sir, that Christian souls should come to that!

The irony here is triple-edged. Firstly, the tombstone maker is
sarcastically reassured that, although he has lost his trade, nobody else
is getting it. Secondly, boiling down dead soldiers for fat is only
another way of making profit from the corpses. Thirdly, "Christian souls'
must have sunk very low to engage in such slaughter, regardless of how
they dispose of the bodies. The civilian target is thus demolished,but
the poet's victory is somehow hollow; he is able to expose but unable to
overcome the barrier of mofal cowardice. .

The sense of frustration and hatred connected with the civilian
ignorance of the facts,increased the poet's desire to rub their noses in
the realities of the trenches. Blighters expresses this rage with the
full epigrammatic force of Sassoon's disgust and an almost puritanical
zeals

The House is crammed: tier beyond tier they grin
And cackle at the Show, while prancing ranks
0f harlets shrill the chorus, drunk with din;

'e're sure the Kaiser loves our dear old Tanks!'

I'd like to see a tank come down the stalls,
Lurching to rag-time tunes, or ‘Home, sweet Home',
And there'd be no more jokes in Music-halls

To mock the riddled corpses round Bapaume.
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... Wounds also provide Sassoon with bitter ammunition. The pathos

of the man shot through the throat in A Whispered Yale is not as

accomplished as Wilfrid Owen's poems in the same manner. However, such
lines as

But you, good, simple soldier, seasoned well

In woods and pbsts and crater-lines of hell,

Who dodge remembered 'crumps' with wry grimace,

Endured experience in your queer, kind face,

Fatigues and vigils haunting nerve-strained eyes,

And both your brothers killed te make you wide;

Jou had no babbling phrases...

recall the perfectly evoked spirit of Graves' It's a Queer Time.B wt
Sassoon is more assured when his consideration of the injured is sub-
ordinated to his satiric purpose. In The Une-Legged Man, the reader is
lulled by the easy contentment of the man viewing “the August Weald" -

rural England, described in terms dictated‘by the Georgian sensibility:

Squat orchard tree and oasts with painted cowls;
A homely, tangled hedge, corn-stalked field,
And sound of barking dogs and farmyard fowls.

He ponders on the'life of a simple man and how just it is that such a
man should marry and live to old age, freed from the war by a wound.
Although the reader has been told that the man is "bropped on a stick"
(suggesting a walking-stick rather than a cruteh) he is totally un-

prepared for the truth of the situation:

He hobbled blithely through the garden gate,
And thought: 'Thank God they had to amputate!:

The injury is discordant with the plmeasant rural scene, yet it is the
man's joy that shockézr%he disturbing association of the words “hobble"

and "blithely". This ignoble unwillingness to contimue with the war,

whatever the price in terms of injury or honmour is also found in Arms
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and the Man. Here the soldier-hero '"though his wound was healed and
mended#... hoped to get his leave extended."

Died of Wounds is a more profoundly effective poem, which .

takes a badly wounded man for its subject. Sassoon writes:

In Died of Wounds I had hit on é laconic anecdotal method

of writing which astonished me by the way in which it
indirectly expressed my passionate feeling about the

agonising episode described. (61)

In the first stanza, pity mingles with irony to produce an almost
hysterical effect which suggests the hatred mixed with intense compassio
often experienced by people who must endure another's suffering. Here
thelsimple poetic devices used by Sassoon - alliteration, rhyning coupl-

ets and bare vocabulary - create an impression of stark reality:

His wet white face and miserable eyes

Brought murses to him more than groans and sighs;
but hoarse and low and rapid rose and fell

His troubled voice: he did the bisiness well.

In the second stanza the man's delirium becomes articulate. The agonised
phrases contain the torture of the man's experience; his concern for

"Dickie" arouses intense compassion in the reader:

The ward grew dark; but he was still complaining
And calling out for'Dickie'. 'Curse the Wood!
"It's time to go. O Christ, and what's the good?

'He'll never take it, and it's always rainingi'

In the final stanza the emotions aroused by the preceding stanzass are
‘negated. The man dies and his concern for Dickie dies with him.
Compassion for the man ceases with his death. Next day the man's bed is

occupied M by the more fortunate "Slight Wound." Sassoon relates this



incident in more deaézl in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, and adds

All the horror of the Somme attacks was in that raving;
all the darkness and dreadful daylight. (62)

It was this "homror",'darkness and dreadful daylight'" that
Sassoon hoped to convey. In his autobiographical writings Sassoon
frequently suggests that the changes that came about in his style of
writing_poetry were the results of happy accidents or fortuitous
inspiration. However a chronological study of his war poems suggests
that the process of changing from a conventional "soldier-poet" to a
bitter satirist passionately concerned with suffering is closely linked
with Sassoon's responses to the war and his own changing attitudes and

preoccupations.,
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Chapter Three

COURTER ATTACK

Between. the publication of The Old Huntsman in 1917 and the

publication of Sassoon's next volume of poems, Counter Attack and Other

Poems,in 1918, Sassoon embarked upon a course of action that he hoped
would affect thé opinion of the complacent, pro-wér public b publicisiné
the terrible plight of soldiers on active serviem. His Zgiﬁ;é;ies5§§§A'
unsuccessful. He wrote a statement, published in the press, in which he
claimed that the war was being prolonged solely for economic reasons,
that a negotiated peace could be achieved and that he would not return to
duty after the expiry of his leave. He hoped that his consequent court-
martial would drgﬁhattention to this state of affairs, However, largely
due to the efforts of Robert Graves, Sassoon was not court-matialiXed but
sent to a hospital 'to recover,' forfeiting the chance to voice his
opinions concerning the conduct of the war.

The events leading up to this protest are worthy of consider-
ation. Sassoon joined the army on August 4th 1914, the day after war had
been declared, and was soon commissioned. After he had been sent to
France he soon achieved military distinction by his fool-hardy courage

and was decorated for bravery. Robert Graves records a typical incident:

eee Siegfried distinguished himself by taking, single-
handed, a battalion frontage which the Royal Irish Regiment
had failed to take the day before. He went over with bombs

in daylight, under covering fire from a couple of fifles,
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and scared away the occupants... The attack on Mametz Wood
had been delayed for two hours because British patrols
were still reported to be out. 'British Patrols' were
Siegfried and his book of poemS... Siegfried had been

doing heroic things ever since I left the battalion. His

nickname in the Seventh Division was ‘Mad Jack.' He won a

Military Cross for bringing in a wounded lance-corporal

from s mine-crater close to the German lines, under

heavy fire. (1)

Shortly after baving made Sassoon's aquaintance, Arnold Bennett, a non-

combatant, noted in his journal:

He is evidently one of the reckless ones. Be said his pals
said he always gave the Germans every chance to pot him.
He said he would like to go out once more and give them
another chance to get him, and come home unscathed. He
seemed jealous of the military reputation of poets. He
said most of the war was a tedious nﬁisance, but there

are great moments and he would like them again. (2) p

fhe date of Arnold Bennett's entry in his diary — 9th June 1917 - is

interesting. Sassoon met Bennett soon after he had been wounded and

sent bhome for the second time. It was at this time that Sassoon began

to question the reasons why S0 many men were killed in such terrible

conditiond. His growing dissatisfaction with the war manifested itself

in various ways; his final action was the result of the union of these

varlous grievances. Sassoon s disaffection was not based on rash im-

pulse but was a lengthy process deriving from his experiences at the

front:

«.omy action was the climax of a progression of ideas
and emotions which had begun almost a year before, and

that ny behaviour was in accordance with the temperamant
which had led me to perform reckless exploits in the
front line. (3)
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This perceptive comment shows how inadequate is Graves division of
Sassoon s character into the two extremes of Happy Warrlor and Bltter
Paclflst "This sort of division is prompted by the a%%i%ude that a brave
man must be incapable of pacifism and, should he hold pacifist opinions,
must be something else like "bitter." Sassoon was, in fact, attracted
by the bravery of certain conscientibus objectors, who were frequently

treated with brutality by the army:

I hadn't formed any opinion about Concientious Objectors,
but I couldn't help thinking that they must be braver men
than some I'd seen wearing uniforms in safe places and

taking salutes from gemuine soldiers. (4)

Similar feelings of humanity, at this time,towards the brave and active
mah, soldier or pacifist, rather than towards the coward, drove him to

sympathise with the private soldier:

oo in 1917 I was only beginning to learn that life, for
the majority of the population, is an unlovely struggle
against unfair odds, culminating in a cheap funeral. (5)

At first this sympathy prompted Sassoon to try to alleviate the boredom
and the sufferings of the men under his command. Robert Graves quotes

an example in Goodbye to All That:

ees our function would not be to kill Germans, though
that might happen, but to make things easier for the men
under our command... Siegfried had already shown what he
meant. The Fricourt attack was rehearsed over dummy trenches
in the back areas until the whole performance, having
reached perfection, began to grow.stale. Siegfried, ordered
to rehearse once more on the day before the attack, led
his platoon into a wood and instead read to them - nothing
militay or literary, just the London Mail. Though the
London Mail, a daring new popular weekly, was hardly in
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his line, Siegfried thought the men might enjoy the Things We
Want to Know column. (6)

This genuie sympathy for the private soldier, already demonstrated in his
war poetry, was a strong motive behind Sassoon's protest at the
prolongation of the war, and his questioning of the motives of certain

groups of non-combatants:

Must the war go on in ader that colonels might become

brigadiers and brigadiers get Divisions, while contractors
and manufacturers enriched themselves, and people in high
places ate and drank well and bandied official information

and organised entertainments for the wounded? (1)
This question proved unanswerable:

Evidence of civilian callousness and complacency were
plentiful, for the thriftless licence of war-time

behaviour was an unavoidable spectacle. (8)

A dg}sire to bring these people to some sort of realisation of
what the troops were suffering was not sufficient to bring Sassoon to
the point of taking an individual stand against the war; there were
subjective reasons too. Sassoon had joined the army at the outbresk of
war full of patriotic idealism. Faced with the horrorik of the fighting
in France, he found that the only way to sustain his belief in the war
was to "play at being a hero in shining armour." (9) This attempt to
glamourise his position proved insufficient and Sassoon became more
intent on finding some means of stopping the War as the only alternative

to ending it for himself by getting killed. As (Graves put it:

Down in Kent he could héar the guns thudding ceaselessly
across the Channel, on and on, until he didn't know

vhether he wanted to go back and die with the first



Battalion, or stay in England and do what he could to

prevent the war going on. (lo)

He chose the latter course although, had he been passed fit for active

service, he might have returned %o France. No Board would have sent
wuzhd

him back so soon however, so he had plenty of tiﬁ%«to consider his

objections to the continuation of the war:

I did... become definitely critical and enguiring about the
War. While feeling that my infantry experience justified
this, it did not occur to me that I was by no means fully

informed on the subject. (1L)

Sassoon's aquaintance with Philip and Ottoline Morrell brought
him into contact with some prominent pacifists who were entertained at
the Morrell's home at Garsington and from whom Sassoon heard some cogent
arguments against war. Having determined to examine the possibility of
performing some independent and individual action, Sassoon sought the
help of H.V. Massingham, editor of Bhe Nation.- Describing their

meeting in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, Sassoon tells how Markington

(a pseudonym for Massingham) supplied him with intellectual arguments

to support his rather emotional opposition to the war:

...Markington had gloomily informed me that our Aims were
essentially aquisitive, what we were fighting for was the
Hessopotamian 0il Wells. A jolly fine swindle it would have
been for me, if I'd been killed in April for an 0il Welll
But I soon forgot that I'd been unaware of the existence
of the 0il Wells before Markington mentioned them, and I
conveniently assimilated them as part of my evidential

pepertoire. (12)

Later, on hearing of Sagsoon's intentions, Massingham gave him some

good advice:
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Your service at the front would differentiate you from the
conscientious objectors. But you must on no account make
this gesture - a very fine one if you are really in earnest
about it - unless you carry it through effectively. (13)

Firmly convinced that he could "earry it through effectively" Sassoon
embarked upon his "independent action." Under the guidance of Bertrand
Russell, to whom he was introduced by Massingham, Sassoon wrote a short
‘statement in simple prose, giving his reasons for refusing to serve

any more in the army:

I am makingk this statement as an act of wilful defiance of
military suthority, because I believe that the aWar is being
deliberately prolonged by those who have the power to end it.
I am a soldier, convinced that I am acting on behalf of soldiex
I believe that this iér, upon which I entered as a war of
defence and liberation, has now become a war of aggression and
conquest. I believe that the purposes for which I and my
fellow soldiers enstered upon this War should have been 80
Loy sjémggrly stated as to héve made it impossible to chaﬁge them,
| {and that, had this been done, the objects which actuated us
would now be obtainabie by negotiation. I have seen and
~ endured the suffering of the troops, and I can no longer be.
a party to prolong these sufferings for-ends which I believe
to be eVil and unjust. I am not protesting against the conduet
of the War, but againstxt the political errors and insincerities
for which the fighting men are being sacrificed. On behalf of
those who are suffering now I make this protest against the
deception which is being practised on them; also I believe
that I may help to destroy the callous complacency with which
"the majority of thase at home regard the contimmance of agonies
which they do not share, and which they have not sufficient
imagination to realise. ' (14)

.

With Bertrand Russell acting as his "impressario" Sassoon planned his



cappaign. When his leaveiexpired at the end of June, he would send this
"explosive document" to his Commanding Officer at Litherland Army Camp
'and await the presumably inevitable court-mabtial. Edward Lees-Smith,

a sympathettic Member of Parliament, promised to ask a question in the
Houée of Commons conderﬁing Sassoon's stptement and thus ensure the
widest possible publicity. A few days after he had dis patched his
létter,-a telegram from Litherland -ordered him fo "Report Immedialely."
Taking the obvious course, Major Macartney-Filgate, in command during
the C.0s's absence, arranged a Special Medical Board at Crewe in the
hope that Sassoon would be found unanswerable for his action. Sassoon
was not temptdd. Having torn up the instructions concerning the Medical
Board together with the accompanying Railway Warrant, ééssoon threw his
Military Cross ribbon into the River Mersey. 1t seemed that nothing
could now prevent his being court-martialed and imprisoned.

Needing the solidarity of friemnds, Sassoon had also sent
copies of his "declaration™ to Robert Graves and Edward Marsh. Graves
records in his autobiography that, although he agreed ﬁith Sassoon's

opinions and"thought his action magnificently courageous,glgg felf that

his friend was too ill to take the consequences:

ees he was in no proper condition to suffer the penalty
the letter invited; namely to be court-martialled,

cashiered and imprisoned. (16)

Prompted by the generous impulses of friemdship, Graves decided to
obscure his fellow soldier's "inadequate gesture" (17) and to rescue

him from its consequences:

I wrote to the Hon. Evan Morgan... the private secretary

to one of the Coalition Ministers. I asked him to do every-
thing possible to prevent the republication of, or comment
on, the letter; and arrange that a suitable.answer should
be given to Mr. Lees-Smith, the leading pacifist Member of

Parliament, when he asked a question about it in the House.



I explained to Evan that I was on Siegfried's side really,
but that he should notébe allowed to become a martyr to a
hopeless cause in his present physical condition. Finally,
I wrote to the Third Battalion. I knew that Colonel Jones-
Williams was narrowly patriotic, had never been to France,
and could not be expected to take a sympatheitic view. But
the second-in-command, Major Macartney-Filgate, was humane;
so I pleaded with him to make the colonel see the affair
in a reasonable light. I told him of Siegfried's recent
experiences in France and suggested that he should be
medically boarded and given indefinite leave. (18)

Having dane all this, Graves went to Liverpool in an endeavour to
dissuade Sassoon from contimuing with his course of action. At the

same time he enlisted the aid of Edward Marsh who, as Winston Churchills
'private secretary, had once had some influence in the War Office.
According to Marsh's biographer, Christopher Hassall, Marsh told Graves
that, if Sassoon refused to be medically boarded, he would most
certainly be interned in a lunatic asylum. In his own accaunt of this,

Sassoon quotes Graves as saying
that the colonel at Clitherland

(Litherland) had told him to tell me that if I continued

40 refuse to be medically boarded they would shut me up

in a lunatic asylum for the rest of the Har.'Nothing would
induce them to court-martial me. It had all been arranged
with some big bug at the War Office in the last day or two.(19

Beprived of the processes of martyrdom, Sassoon saw no point
in contimuing with his protest and accepted Graves' organisation of a
new medical board. Graves' histrionics at this board, assisted by his
own overwrought nerves, won the day. He burst into tears three times
while asserting Sassoon's insanity in which he did not in fact believe.
Sassoon was consigned to a hospital for war neurasthenics at Craiglock-

hart - "Dottyville," as he called it ~ where he came under the care of



Professor W.H.R. Rivers, a prominent Cambridge neurologist, ethnologist
and psychologist. This concluded Sassoon's action "in wilful defiance
of military authority." The debate in the House of Commons on the ¢
question of Sassoon's lettér came some days after Sassoon had been sent
to Craiglockhart and reflects the amount of activity that had been
going on in private. If Sassoon had not been tricked out of continuing
with his protest, there seems to be no reason why he should not have
been cout— martialled. As Sassoon had been persuaded to attend the
medical board, Macpherson, replying to Lees-Smith's question, turned the
tables by asking whether his Hon. Friend really thought that a "cruel
‘and callous War Office" would martyr a brave and suffering soldier for
merely being ill. (20)

Although Graves may have acted from the noblest motives, his
intellectual position, as recorded by Sassoon, is indefensible. At one

stage of his argument he is quoted as saying:

No-one except people who've been in the real fighting have

any right to interfere about the War; and even they can't

get anything done about it. All they can do is to remain

loyal to one another. And you know perfectly well that most

of the consciencious objectors are nothing but skrimshankers.

(21)

This suggests that before one may be permitted to object to a war, or
the way it is being conducted, one has to join it. After one has
fulfilled this condition, there is nothing that can be done so one must
remain in the war out of loyalty to the other combatants who may also
object. This incredible dialectic is capped with the usual militarist
prejudice against consciencious objectors.

In his own account Graves stresses his conviction that Sassoon
was gemuinely ill, and, although perfectly sane, was unfit to suffer at
the hands of the authorities. Two extracts from Goodbye to All That

illustrate his concern for Sassoon's health, the first during the weeks

immediately prior to Sassoon's protest:

Back in London now, and very ill, he wrote that often when
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he went for a walk he saw corpses lying about on the pavement.
(22)
and the second, when Graves had successfully persuaded Sassoon to give

up his extreme position:

At last, unable to deny how ill he was, Siegfried consented
to appear before the medical board. (23)

The official opinion of this medical board was that Sassoon was suffering
from a nervous breakdown. Sassoon did in fact experience terrible waking
dreams in hospital: .
Shapes of mutilated soldiers came crawling across the floor;
the floor seemed to be littered with fragments of mangled
flesh, Faces glared upward$ hands clutched at neck or belly;

a livid grinning face with bristly moustache peered at me
above the edge of my bed; his hands clawed at the sheets.

Some were like dummy figures used to deceive snipers; others
were alive and looked at me reproacﬁfully... (24)

Having endured the terrors of La Fontaine and Aix-la-Croiselle, and then
having embarked on tﬁe lonelier course of personal protest, Sassoon
naturally endured agonising mental tension. However, writing nriesfnig
about the board's decision twenty-eight years later, he correctly
observes that "people in such a condition (of nervous breakdown) don't
usually do things requiring moral courage." (25) To confirm his
opinion Sassoon also quotes W.H.R. Rivers' diagnosis given to him on the

death of that eminent doctor:

" Phere are no physical signs of any disorder of the nervous
system. He discusses his recent actions and their motives
in a perfectly intelligent and rational way... His view
differs from that of the ordinary pacifist in that he would
no longer object to the contimuance of the war if he saw

any prospect of a rapid decision.  (26)



It is quite evident that Sassoon varied betweens happy warrior and
unhappy mutineer, not between "happy warrior and bitter pacifist" as
Graves asserted; his protest was an act of mutiny against the
authoritarian regime and arose from humanitarian horror at the waste
rather than the employment of soldiers. It was at no time an assertion
of pacifist beliefs, although a sympathy for them shaped his thinking.
' In the hospital at Craiglockhart, Rivers exerted his influenc
and experience to destroy Sassoon's conviction of the justice of his
protest. From now on the question of personal integrity - whether a
man should commit irreparable acts, like killing, if he has sincere
doubtd as to the purpose and value of those acts-gﬁﬁéconVenéently g
dropped. According to Sassoon, Rivers preferred to emphasise the
weakness of the individual in the widest possible context rather than
his strength withing the obvious limits. Rivers also held the view
that CGerman militarism necessitated a total victory for the Allies.

Writing during the Secénd World War, Sassoon commented:

...in the light df subseguent events it is difficult to
believe that a Peace negotiated in 1917 would have been
permanent. I share the opinion that nothing on earth would

have prevented a recurrence of Teutonic aggressiveness. (27)

The problem of "Teutonic aggressiveness" is one for the historian.
However, a large body of opinion holds the view that, had an acceptable
peace been negotiated in 1917, or had the Peace of Versailles been less
repressive to the Germans, the renewed growth of militarism in the
thirties might at least have been retarded.

Consigned to the hospital for war neurasthenics, Sassoon
found the leisure and stimulus to write the bulk of the poems that

appeared in his next published volume, Counter-Attack. This collection

of thirty-nine poems completes the transition from descriptive and
journalistic war poetry to the angry, satirical mode. The various
accounts of the progress of Sassoon's "independent action' well

illustrate the frame of mind which dictated the nature of these poems.
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Nonetheless his range is considerably extended and, as a whole the
volume makes stimulating and varied reading. In spite of the incifive

quality of most of Counter Attack, several poems written later in 1918,

begin-to betray Sassoon's protest. During his stay at Craiglockhart,
‘Sassoon became more and more reconclled to the idea of war, believing
that his fellow soldiers ma; not after all have died in vain, and some-
thlng of the tone and language of Absolution as well as "the spirit of
1914" returns to his poems.

A quotation from Henri Barbusse's Le Feu, which first came to
Sassoon's notice at Craiglockhart, prefaces the volume. (28) It is a
particularly apt passage. Without apology it introduces a poetry that
arises directly from the bitter experiences of war and the destruction
of meral values and thet is expressed tersely in the language of the
trenches. Barbusse's reflections on the demoralisation of the troops is
followed by Sassoon's own introduction of the actual men involved, in

Prelude: The Troops. This poem both establishes the men as human beings

and unites them with their experience at the front. Sassoon adopts
language that refers to the men and their situation,to describe the

weather, and consequently fuses the men with the dawn landscape:

Dim, gradusl thinning of the shapeless gloom
Shudders to drizzling daybreak .that reveals
Disconsolate men who stamp their sodden boots
And turn dulled, sunken faces to the sky
‘Haggard and hopeless.

Sassoon's use of language is subtle; he applies vocabulary which should
describe the activity of war to periods of inactivity. This implies that,
for the soldiers, the stress of waiting is more severe than that of
action; the "stale despair of night" must be "beaten down",and with
telling irony, the men must
renew
Their desolation in the truce of dawnm,

Murdering the livid hours that grope for peace.

The image of the murder of an already dying body is a particularly apt
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example of Sassoon's imaginative method. Having described the condition
of the troops, Sassoon attempts toiembrace the "universal"aspects of the
situations:
0 my brave brown companions, when your souls
Flock silently awaye..
- Death will stand grieving in that field of war

Since your unvanquished hardihood is spent.

In combining contrary approaches to the situation described the poem
fails to achieve the full effect of either. This detracts from the

impact of Counter Attack, the poem which succeeds it in the order of

printing.
Counter Attack opens with a brief, colloquial description of

the events preceding the poem; the soldiers have taken an enemy trench

and are consolidating their position:

We'd gained our first objective hours before

While dawn broke kike a face with blinking eyes,
Pallid, unshaved and thirdty, blind with smoke.
Things seemed all right at first. We held their line,
With bombers posted; Lewis guns well placed,

And clink of shovels deepening the shallow trench.

These lines have the easy flow of an officer recounting a successful
attack to another. As the poem continues with a description of the
hideaus carnage, corpses tangled together, the language correspondingly

becomes more highly wrought:

The place was rotten with dead; green clumsy legs
High~booted, sprawled and grovelled along the saps
And trunkﬁkface downward, in the sucking mud,
Wallowed like trodden sand-bags loosely filled;

And naked sodden buttocks, mats of hair,

Bulged, clotted heads slept in the plastering slime.

. And then the rain began - the jolly old rain!
A -



This openeing stanza, which I have éuoted in two parts, éomprehends the
Ttotal,world of the soldiers in the trenches. The official language of
"first objective" and "bombers posted" gives way to the realisation
that there is little distinction between the living and the dead and
the dead are inferior to sand-bags. Evidently the attack depends on the
relative usefulness of death as a prop for the whole operation. The
tightly-constructed bdank verse and the use of clipped participles as
adjectives suggest the noise of sucking mud and the awkward progress of
floundering limbs. Finally the whole tediousness of the situation is
contained in the concluding irony of the last linej "And then the rain
began - the jolly old rainl" The second stanza, enlarging the image
linking the dawm to the pale face of the soldier, returms us to the
colloquial, almost off-hand language of the opening lines. The poem now
concentratés on one man whose fear is vividly realised in awkward
mimicry of the contortions of the dead. The whole world seems to be

twisted into umnatural, tortured positions and grotesque movement:

Mute in the clamour of shells he watched them burst
Spouting dark earth and wire with gusts from hell,
While posturing giants dissolved in drifts of smoke.
He crouched and flinched, dizzy with galloping fear,
Sick for escape, -~ loathing the stirangled horror
And butchered, frantic gestures of the dead.

In the third stanza the enemy stages its counter-attack. The dead seem
to come to life; the soldier sees "stumbling figures looming out in
front." With barely a chance to defend himself he is hit, and becomes
a part of the terrifying squirming movement that involves the whole
world:
...then a bang

Crumpled and spun him sideways, knocked him out

To grunt and wriggle: none heeded him; he choked

And fought the flapping veild of smothering gloom,

Lost in a blurred confusion of yells and graans...
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Unifying the poem with devastating irony, Sassoon tags the official

report onto the last line; for what it is worth to the soldier, "The
counter-attack had failed."
The didacticism of Counter Attack is closely worked into the

text; although the lesson is obvious, it achieves impact by being in-
separable from the description of a war-time event and the actual horrors
involved. There are four main poems in the volume which use this techniqé

- Rear-Guard, Wirers, Attack anfi Trench Duty. Together, these show a

more mature working of the themes'and method of such poems as Working

Party and In The Pink. The incidents described in these four poems are

carefully selected and related to the reaction of a normal human being,
the poet himself or any man. Any social attitude that arises from this
technique is contained in the sense of the poem and insepgrable from it.
Phe Rear-Guard deals with Sassoon's experience in the Hinden-
burg tunnel that is fully described in Memoirs of an Infantry officer {29)

While searching for his headquarters, Sassoon vainly endeavoured to
persuade a corpse to show him the way. The power of the poem comes from
the contrast between the reaction of a living man to the situation and
the inertia of a corpse, a "thing" that is blank and destroyed. If it
has any significance, the body presages the destruction of all human
values. The irony of the situation £8 expressed by the fact that the
body is initially referred to as a living creature, as the poet assumes
it to Dbe:

Tripping, he grabbed the wall; saw someone lie

Humped at his feet, half-hidden by a rug,

And stooped to give the sleeper's arm a tug.

With the realisation that "the sleeper" is dead comes the change of
description. "Someone" becomes a "soft, unanswering heap" and the reader
is brought to observe the thin division in war between living and dying,
yet the enormous gulf between Life and Death.

The bewildering ironies of this state of affairs are again
_expressed in the poem Trench Duty. A raid on the "Boche" is made and

someone is sniped. A sense of the arbitrariness of this tedious and
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futile killing drifts lamely into the poet's daéed consExEmCiousness.
The staccato phrases of the soldiers and the state of the sky are
bhurried through on rapid iambic pentameters to assemble fragments of

experience which cannot be quickly assimilated:

'"What? Stretcher-bearers wanted? Someone killed?!
Five mimutes ago I heard a sniper fire:
Why did he do it?... Starlight overhead -

Blank stars. I'm wide-awake; and some chap's dead.

Fine sensibility is irrelevant on these occasions; there are no moral
referends in the trenches by which to judge such things as miscellaneous
and arbitrary deaths. Although Sassoon's method is too direct here to be
as successful as that of the more highly wrought poems or the more
bitterly polemical verses, the devices of alliteration and caesura react
upon the subject-matter to intensify the protest.

In Attack the structure of the poem is ponderous and
cumbersome, wighed down by the trappings of war:

Then, clumsily bowed
With bombs and guns and shovels and battle-gear,
Men jostle and climb to meet the bristling fire.

The whole attack lurches forward in this manner leaving behind the only
possible ally, "hope", to flounder in the mud. The only agonised product
of this attack is the futile and unanswered plea - "O Jesus, make it
stopl“

This plea is repeated in To Any Dead Officer, one = of

Sassoon's more successful pieces in the conversational style which

originated with the poems The Daffodil Murderer and The 0ld Huntsman.

It was written vhile he was engaged in writing his "declaration" amnd

the description in Siegfried's Journey of the circumstances under which

it was written, is of interest:



g0
It was for the fighting men that my appeal was made, for
those whose loyalty and unthinkingness would have been be-
trayed, whatever aquisitions the Peace might bring to the
British Empire. I went back to the statement on the table
with fortified conviction that I was doing right. Perhaps
the dead were backing me up, 1 thought; for I was a believer
in spiritual presences... The words came into my head
quite naturally. And by the time I went to bed I had written
a slangy, telephonic poem of fgkity lines. I called it To
Any Dead Officer, but it was addressed to one whom I had

known during both my periods of service in France. Poignant
though the subject was, I wrote it with a sense of mastery
and detachment, and when it was finished I felt that it
anyhow testified to the sincerity of my protest.  (30)

As Sassoon observes, the poem sounds like a fragmented telephone
conversation addressed to a friend who had been "Knocked over in somes
hopeless dud-attack." The depth of emotion, largely obscured by the
chattiness of the greater part of the poém, is revealed in the final
stanza which concludes the one-sided conversation,with a message for
God:
| Good-bye, old lad! Remeber me to God,

And tell Him that our Politicians swear

They won't give in till Prussian Rule's been trod

Under the Heel of England... Are you there?...

Yes... and the war won't end for at least two years:

But we've got stacks of men...

In this stanza Sassoon has combined several ideas and judgements in a
few lines. The notion that God is on "our" side, the callous bunglings
of politicians, the lives wasted in a futile cause, all spill on top of
each mther in a welter of jingoistic cliches gabbled into the phone.
Then, for an instant, the germine emotion breaks through - "...I'm blin

with tears,/ Staring into the dark."- followed by the concluding irony

expressed in the slang of the subalterns:
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Cheero!

I wish they'd killed you in a decent show.

Concern for one's fellow officers was not classified as
»conduct unbefitting a gentleman; friendship for the ranks was not
encouraged. Two poems deal with Sassoon's attitude as a Second Lieutenan
to the men under his command. The Dream describes the friendliness that

could exist between the platoon and its commanderg:

They can still grin at me, for eachmf 'em knows

That I'm as tired as they are...

Sassoon continues to describe the feelings of pride and pity he feels for
the men. It seems likely that Sassoon was something of an exception
among tﬁe officers in this respect. Graves! testifies to Sassoont's and
incidentally his own concern for the privates. £ Frank Richards, who
was at one stage in Sassoon's platoon comments in his book, 0ld Soldiers

Never Die, "it was only once in a blue moon that we had an officer like
Mr. SaSsoon;"60We are treated to a description of some of Sassoon's othe
privétes in Twelve Months After, "Young Gibson}, "Morgan","Hughes" and
the rest."Young Hiighes" was killed during the wiring operation in Wirers.

As for the others:

'01d soldiers never die; they simply fide awhy!*

That's what they used to sing along the roads last spring;
That's what they used to say before the push began;
That's where they are today, knocked over to a man.

Wirers is an example of Sassoon's use of the satiric epigram

that first made its appearance in poems like Blighters and They ingEEg

014 Huntsman. Many of the remaining poems in Counter Attack wuse this

method in varying degrees but it is not style that unites the poems in
this volume. Sassoon usses scenes from trench-life to re—enforce his
attack on the corruption, ignorance and callous brutality ef civilians

shrinking from the truth, of those in positions of authority like the



Generals and Politicians and of those who could wield pxmmr influence
like the Bishops and Journalists.

Sassoon's first weapon is the discrepancy between the
condition of the soldiers abroad and the view held of them by the
civilians at home and the terrible ironies involved in making any sort
of comparison between the two. Dreamers makes this comparison in what

seems to be the mildest of manners:

Soldiers are dreamers; when the guns begin
They think of firelit homes, clean beds and wives.

I see them in foul dug-outs, gnawed by rats,

And in the ruined trenches, lashed with rain,
Dreaming mixk of things they did with balls and bats,
And mocked by hopeless longing to regain
Bank-holidays, and picture shows and spats,

And going to the office in the train.

The gentle ;:ﬂ::uand simple alternate rhymes unify the two conditions of
the men; they, after all, have not changed. Consequently, the more one
considers this poem ,the more one realises how grotesque is the conjunc-
tion of "foul dug-outs" with cricket and spats, and how iromic it is
that the soldiers' wildest dreams should be for the simplest and dullest
things.

In Lamentations the crazed grief, rather than the unresolvable

longings, of a man is contrasted with the implicit figure of the happy
warrior. The cause of the man's distress is related casually because one
death, or one grief, is not of much account in a world that has lost all
hunanitarian feeling:
ess he howled and beat his chest.

And all because his brother had gone west,

Raved at the bleeding war; his rampant grief

Moaned, shouted, sobbed, and choked, while he was kneeling

Half-naked on the floor. In my belief

Such men have lost all patriotic feelinge.

[N
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It is interesting to compare the same incident described in Memoirs of

an Infantry Officer. Here Sassoon adopts the same laconic manner, but

does not use the incident to arm himself for the fight against civilian
complacency: In this account the man is "naked to the waist" rather than
"half-naked" which suggests something else; he is"olutching" rather than
"begting™ his chest; and his hbwling is "uncouth" rather than indicative
of a terrible wrong. The prose account supplies other details which
Sassoon terms "depressing". (32)

No poet had ever described war in such ferocious and acute
detail. Yet pure description, however vivid, was insufficient for
Sassoon's purposes. He did not desire merely to bring the realities of
trench-life home with him on leave; heﬁiehed to disturb the complacent
slumbers and peaceful dinners of the smug civilians with these horrors,
to force them to realise the ghastly fate to which they casually con-
signed their country's youth. His second weapon in this struggle was to
gaze with satirical scrutiny on certain civilian types - fathers, for
instance, in The Fathers, who pretend that their sons regard warfare as

a jolly occasion for besporting themselves:

One of them said:'My eldest lad
Writes cheery letters from Bagdad.
But Arthur's getting all the fun
At Arras with his nine-inch gun.'

'Yes, ! wheezed the other, 'that's the luckl!
My boy's quite broken-hearted, stuck

In England training all this year,

I watch them toddle through the door -

These impotent old friends of mine.

Yhe contrast between Arthur,"getting all the fun" with his '"nine-inch¥
gun" and the impotence of the fathers bitterly suggests the vicarious

pleasure the old men derive from the war—-time activities of their sons.

The rhyme and metre are those of a cautionary tale capturing the
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Remorse is a poem which treats the same theme from the point

quality of the voices of the old man.

of view of the son who in the middle of active service spares a thought
for his father. He remembers
how be saw those (Germans rgm,

Screaming for mercy among the stumps of trees:

Green-faced, they dodged and darted: there was one

Livid with terror, clutching at his knees...

Our chaps were sticking 'em like pigse... '0 Helll'!

He thought - ‘there's things in war one dare not tell

Poor father sititing safe at home, who reads

Of dying heroes and their deathless deeds.'

The language here is perfectly fitted to its occasion. The graphic
description of what "Roor father" takes to be "deathless deeds" - the
hacking (stupps of trees") snd butchering ("sticking 'em like pigs") -
are ironically merely concerned with death and defy the father's dis—
belief. As a typical example of what was euphemistieally known as the
"offensive spirit"™ the poem adds another chronicle to the behaviour of
 the happy warrior. _

Ignorance of the soldier's plight is not confined to the older
civilians. In Song Books of the War "Adventurous lads" of the future

whose "hearts will kindle for the fight" are viewed with a cynicism that
is largely retrospective. These youths of the fujure are described in
the glowing terms of early war poetry and Sassoon uses the language of

Absolution ironically:

They'll envy us the dazzling times
When sacrifice absolved our earth.

In the ‘second stanza he combinestypical happy warrior war-sentiment with
his rggi concept of war. An'ancient man" speaks of the war and wonders
that any escaped alive "Out of the shambles..." His youthful audience
however,thinks that "'Poor grandad's day is done'" and positively envies
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those "lads" who, at their age, "lived in time to share the fun.'" These
young men who regret having missed the "fun" are the-same as those who
joined up in the "spirit of 1914" to become degraded and wretched human
beings, whose sacrifice and suffering w;g’scarcely noticed by those for
vhome it was made and endured. This is simply expressed in Suicide in

the Trenches where a "simple soldier boy" becomes'cowed and glum" in

the trenches and shbets himself. The'smug-faced crowds" are told to

Sneak home and pray you'll never know
The hell where youth and laughter go.

Here the ballad metre and style are well-suited to the unheroic tale of
a latter-day "soldier-boy."

Suicides or self-inflicted wounds were commonplace on the
Western Front. The brutal callousness of the people at home and their
ignoranceé of these affairs shocked Sassoon more than the demoralisation

of the troops. Does it Matter?is one of his most bitier attacks on

civilian indifference. In three five-line s#anzas, Sassoon reveals the
futility of being wounded for the sake of others, in terms of their

indifferent response which masquerades as kindness:

Does it matter? - losing your sight?.s.
" There's such splendid work for the blind;
And people will always be kind...

. The language and rhythm of the poem capture the hectoring, sympathetic

accents of the do-gooder.
Three poems deal with the attitude of women to the war anito

their soldier husbands, sons and lovers. Two of these are directly
antagonistic towards the female representatives of the callous civilian

populace. Glory of Women deals with the selfish delight of women in war,

or rather in their conception of the war which omits to notice anything
which might be termed 'masty." Here the lines are longer than those of

Does it Mattef?and force the point home with hard rhymes:




You love us when we'Te heroes, home on leave,

Or wounded in a mentionable place..

The poem concludes with a fearful image of the British "heroes" trampling

$he face of a German mothér's son "deeper in the mud." Their Frailty is

a more important poem. Here Sassoon shows how little the women seem to
care for hﬁmanity; their only concern is for their own relations, not
for the suffering of others:

Husbands and sone and lovers; everywhere

They die; War bleeds us white.

Mothers and wives and sweethearts, - they don't care
So long as He's all right.

The nearest any woman comes, in Sassoon's poems, to comprehending the

anguish of her soldier is the mother in The Hawthorn T'ree. Her life is
troubled by the plight of her "lad that's out in France." Consequently
her delight in the tree and in the lane leading to the house is

diminished by her realisation of the immense contrast between thatm and

her son's longing for home:

Not much to me is yonder lane

Where he so longs to tread:

But when there's been a shower of rain
A I think I'l11l never weep again

Until I've heard he's dead.

The military authorities were not exempted from the scorn of

Sassoon's pen. Base Details expands the image of "screaming,scarlet

majors" with which Robert Ross, his great friend and poetic impressario,
used to express his disgust at their conduct of the war. Bitterly, the

poet puts himself in their positions

If I were fierce, and bald, and short of breath,
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I'd live with scarlet majors at the Base,
And speed glum heroes up the line to death.
You'd see me with my puffy petulant face,
Guzzling and gulping at the best hotel,
Readihg the Roll of Honour.

The contrast between the "glum heroes" and the "scarlet majors" needs no
further elaboration; Sassoon, with typical accuracy, pictures the
officers at their most publicly offensive activity with a devastating
accumilation of adjectives: "fierce","bald","short of breath!,"scarlet',
Ypuffy", "petulant”. ‘‘he concluding lines of this poem rely for their
effect on the supposition that the majors bdlieve that they are "doing
"their bit" even though the war is a lengthy series of military blunders

and wastage of life:

And vwhen the war is done and youth stone dead,
I'd toddle safely home and die in bed.

The tactics of the General and his staff in The General are ireated with
no more deference than the Majors at the Base. In the seven lineg of
this poem Sassoon compresses the whole situation of the British Army at

the Front Line, its experience, slangy conversation and collossal losses!:

'Good~-morning; good-morningl!' the General said
¥hen we met him last week on our way to the line.
Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of 'em dead,
And we're cursing his staff for incompetent swine.
'He's a cheery old card,' grunted Harry to Jack

As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.

But he did for them both by his plan of attack.

? Sassoon wrote several poems about the collusion of Church and State in

the prolongation of the war and on the inadequacy of religious

consolation. The religious feelings of many soldiers were betrayed by
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the Church which used its doctrines to further the 32533} In this way
the church hierarchy proved its own dogmas 1o be hollow and preached
politics under the guise of religion. Many multiple tombs in the French
countryside testify to the alliance of Church and State in the furthere

ance and perpetuation of the "just war". The Investiture demonstrates

Sassoon's dissatisfaction with the austere comnforts of traditional
religion when they are compared with the physical and companionable
pleasures that are youth's due. The poem is addressed to a dead comrade

who is "homesick" and ngiscontented."

If I were there we'd snowball Death with skulls;
Or ride away to hunt in Devil's wood

With ghosts of puppies that we walked of old.
But you're alone; and solitude annuls

Ow earthly jokes; and stranggly wise and good
You roam forlorn along the streets of gold.

How to die illustrates in two stanzas, the difference between the
supposed "Christian" death and the reality of dying in combat. In an
apacalyptic blaze of light, the first stanza describes the ecstasies

of the dying man:

He 1ifts his fingers towards the skies
Where holy brightness breaks in flame;
Radiance reflected in his eyes,

And on his lips a whispered name.

‘fhe second stanza sarcastically adopts a defence of the first, quoting
blatant fact only as examples of the imposeible, inconceivable method
of dying. That he should be discussing methods of dying adds a further
layer of irony:

You'd think, to hear some people talk,

That lads go West with sobs and curses,

But they've been taught the way to do it



Like Christian soldiers; not with haste
And shuddering grodns; but passing through it
With due regard for decent tate.

The alternate weak and strong rhymes give the poem a sense of suppressed
fury; where the rhyme is weak, the words in the line fail to conform 1o
the rhythm and avkward three-syllable participles disrupt the easy flow
of the verse; where the rhyme is strong, so is the rhythm.

The final group of bitter, satirical, poems involves the
journalists, some of whom deliberately concealed the truth about the war
from the public; they filled the pages of their newspapers with anti-
German, pro-var propaganda and distorted the casualty figures. In The
Effect Sassoon prefaces the poem with the typical reportage of the War
Correspondant:

“Whe effect of our bombardment was terrific. One man told

me he had never seen so many dead before.'

The poem concerns the real experiences of the man whose speech is

supposedly reported:

'He'd never seen so many dead before.!
The 1ilting words danced up and down his brain,
While corpses jumped and capered in the rain.

No, no; he wouldn't count them any more...

Here a chance sentence becomes a catch—phrase because of its rhythmical
qualities: the echoes of a nighimare. The third verse is a good example
of Sassoon's ability to fuse the slack and lazy expressions of ordinary

speech with accurate observations:

When Dick was killed last week he looked like that,
Flapping along the fire-step like a fish,
After the blazing crump had knocked him flat...
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This fish image is perpetuated in the following and concluding lines

with the hysterical irony of one who has endured such horrors:

'How many dead? As many as ever you wish,
Don't count ‘em; they're too many.
Who '11 buy mi?nice fresh corpses, two a penny?

Editorial Impressions, a poem about ¥the camouflage War which was
megmfactured by the press,‘i!!!nts a dynical portrait of an editor
writing a book called 'Europe on the Rack' based on notes madd during a
whistle-stop tour of the trenches. The implications of Fight to a

Finish are more sinister. Having foughtand won the war, the "boys come

bBack, " but not to rest on their laurels. The journalists, the "Yellow-
Pressmén," turn out to cheer those soldiers who had politely "refrained
from dying." The soldiers take their revenge, first on those responsible
for publishing falsehoods and then on the real enemy, the politicians.

Bernard Bergonzi has written a perceptive critique of this poem:

In such poems as this — whose verbal accomplishment seems
t0 me admirable - one is, I think, made aware of the
inherent limits of Sassoon's (and perhaps any) satirical
approach: the complexities of actual experience are reduced
to a single satisfying gesture ( and a phrase like 'the
soldiers who refrained from dying' suggests that the anti=-
heroic mode, just as much as the heroic, can achieve its
effects too easily). ()

‘Bergonzi's disapprobation of the phrase, "those soldiers who refrained
from dying" suggests that the process of reduction is denyed to the poet
The effect of the phrase obviously depends on the word “"refrained."
Some soldiers, after all, had been sufficiently careful not to offend
civilian and journalistic sensibilities or to rob those at home of the
illusion of victory,; that, says Sassoon with devastating irony, is the
éssence of good taste. One can imaging soldiers politely dddging bullets



and graciously avbiding shells in order to provide a decent victory _
mgrch. As Bergonzi points out, Sassoon's method is selective and £Bs “&Q
effecéi?gmziat of a "satisfying gesture";but the poem is also intended
to be a bitter fantasy set in opposition to the fantasies of the press
whose glorification of the war angered Sassoon. !

Sassoon describes his stay at Craiglockhart in Sherston's
Progress and in Siegfried's Journey his opportune meeting with Wilfrid
Owen therTe. Owen found in Sassoon the sympathy and intellectual stimulus
that he needed. Although Owen had already written poems like Exposure
and Anthem for Doomed Youth, Sassoon encouraged him towards a more

colloquial style and provided him with "a lively incentive during his
rapid advance to self-revelation." (34)

Meanwhile, Rivers was gradually directing Sassoon's withdrawal
from his personal stand against the war. This process culminated in
Saésoon's.request to be passed fit once more for active service. In his
prose gutobiographies Sassoon does not probe very deeply into his
motives underlying this new action. In Sherston's Progress he suggests
that the force of hiw feeling for the soldiers,whose sufferings were
unaffected by his personal attempti to alleviate them,prompted,him to
return to the fighting. To him the men "were more'igiWg'"than all the

despairing and war-~weary civilians.JBance the authorities had neutered
his protest, Sassoon began to feel that his absence from the war was

now being prolonged by false pretences and was therefore unjustified:

sessSome inward monitor became uncomfortably candid and
remarked *'his heroic gesture of yours - "making & seperate
peace" = is extremely convenient for you, isn't it? Doesn&t
it begin to look rather like dodging the Kaiser's well-
aimed projectiles?!

Against this I argued that, having pledged myself to an
uncompromising attitude, I ought to remain consistent to the
abstract idea that war was wrong. Intellectual sobriety was

demanded of me. But the trouble was that I wasn't an
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'intellectual® at all; I was only trying to become one. (36)

Frustration at the impotence he had acquired by his 'independent action'
seemd&to be another forceful motive behind Sassoon's decision to return
to the scenes of action, and he was annoyed by people who pitied him or

thought him abnormal:

How else could I get my own back on them but by returning
to the trenches? Killed in action in order to confute the
Under—3ecretary for War, who had officially stated that I
wasn't responsible for my actions. What a truly glorious

death for a promising young pacifiste..d (37)

Several poems, published in CounterAttack deal directly with

Sassoon's mental agonies endured during thls tlme. Be—fir=t, Dead
Mu31clan§f was written shortly after Sassoon/returned from France and

concerns his stay in hospital recovering from his second wound. Graves'

description of Sassoon at this time is apposite:

«ssif he could only be quiet and see no-one, simply watch
the trees dressing up in green and feei the same himself.
He was beastly weak and in a rotten state of nerves. A

gramophone in the ward plagued him beyond endurance. (38)

In the first stanza of Dead Musicians, Sassoon recalls his early, pre-

war poeitry in which he attempted to capture the harmonies and ecstasies
of music:

From'you, Beethoven, Bach, Mozart,

The substance of my dreams took fire.

In the second stanza, Sassoon appears as the "mystic" soldier who was
encountered in earlier poems and who now wears "g wreath of banished
lives." These allusions are deliberate; Sassoon's image of himself as a

soldier was shattered and the great musicians that he once loved, have



no part in war; their works fail to bring dead‘friends to memory. This
rather staid poem dissolves in the third and final stanza into colloguial
reality'expressed in the contrast between the solid rhythms of the verses
concerned with clgssical msic and the hysterical beat of 'rag-time.'
It is by the agency of this music that Sassoon can recall his dead
friends:

With fox-trot tunes their ghosts I charm.

'Another little drink won't do us any harm.'

"I think of rag-time; a bit of rag~time;

And see their faces crowding round

To the sound of the syncopated beat.

They've got such jolly things to tell,

Home from hell with a blighty wound 50 neate...
. . % . .
And so the song breaks off; snd I'm alone.
They're dead... For God's sake stdp'that gramophone.

A more successful poem on the theme of recovering from thg
shock of fighting is Hepression of War Experience. This is a highly
wrought poem and is carefully planned although its ezitie structure has

been criticised. Rather than progressing from serenity to agony, Sassoon

deliberately pitches the reader into an obvious analogy to which he

returns later in the poem:

Now light the candlesj one, twoj; there's a moth;

What silly beggars they are to blunder in

And scorch their wings with gory, liquid flame -

No, noy not that, - it's bad to think of war,

When thoughts you've gagged all day come back to scare you;

Throughout the poem a fearfgrl introspection weaves between the games and
past~times with which the disturbed man attempts to distracﬁ himself; he
invents topics for contemplation in a wild attempt to control the "ugly"
thoughts? that plague him. Yet whatever he thinks about, the objects of

his thoughts are expressed in terms reminiscent of war: the roses seem



 to be wounded; the books, bound in thecoclours of battle-dress, are a
"jolly company" standing, like the troops, "so quiet and patient on the
shelves." As books they offer no relief and the man's consciemsness
focusses on.one nerve-shattering moth that "bumps and flutters" like a

wounded man. Ghosts in tye garden begin to worry him:

eee horrible shapes in shrouds - old men who died
Slow, natural deaths, — old men with ugly sould,
Who wore their bodies out with nasty sins.

Finally, the agony that he has beeh trying to control, yet that has

pervaded the poem, breaks out:

You're quiet and peaceful, summering safe at home;

You'd never think there was a bloody war onl..

0 yes, you would... why, you can hear the guns.

Hark! Thud, thud, thud, - Quite soft... they never cease -
Those whispering guns - O Christ, I want to go out

And screech at them to stop - I'm going crazy;

1'm going stark, staring mad because of the guns.

fhe transition in this extract from the sécond person singular in which
the poet talks to himself with a queer horror represents the victory of
| the war experience over the mind; the poet changes to the first person
as the stark oppression of the "whispering guns" drives itself into his
awareness. Within the biank verse structure Sassoon mingles the repetit-
ive key words - "you","I" and "guns"-with the hackneyed assertions of
impending madness to show the futility of this mental suffering.

As Sassoon recovered from the strain of the war and began to
see his way to return to France, his protest forgotten, his poems
reflect his state of mind. 'ye Petrarchan Sonnet, Banishment gives

®love" as the underlying and unifying motive in Sassoon's actions:

Love drove me to Trebel.
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Love drives me back to grope with them through hell;
And in® their tortured eyes I stand forgiven.

Sassoon felt that only by being one with the soldiers could he record
their sufferings and rid himself of the taint of civilian life,yet the
ianguage of the poems written at this time resembles that of his first

war poems - Abéolutigg, To My Dead Brother and To Victory. Sick Leave

appeals to a sense of mystical comradeship with the question: "Are they

not still your brothers through our blood?" ‘this is close to Absolution:

«sehaving claimed this herimtage of heart,

What need we more, my comradés and my brothers?

The openming of Bick Leave refers to the dead as "homeless ones" ani
parallels the opening lines of the second stanza of The Dragon and the
Undying where the "homeless" are "vocal" rather than "noiseless." The
"Dragon" of war becomes the "Foul Beast of war that blufigeons life" in

The Dream which was also written in a mood of nostalgia for the trenches.

Even in the poem Autumn, Sassoon avoids strict realism and describes the
death of men in battle in terms of the leaves falling. The only analogy
is in the mumbers:
Their lives are like the leaves
Scattered in flocks of ruin, .tossed and blown
Along the westering furnace flaring red.

In Invocation, Thrushes and Together Sassoon totally reverts to

his pre~war manner. Invocation contains all the apparaius of Sassoon's
idealised Kentish countryside where the cock crows "across some valley
dim/ With whispering trees." The "glades" are "deep-rankéd with flowers
that gleam and shake" and the "golden silence" is "hung with green."
"hrough the agency of this “beauty that has been" Sassoon hopés to retur
to the former, happy frame of mind in which he wrote his early poems.

In Thrushes he contrasts the thrashds physical occupation of the
Yemptiness of light", with man's attempt to "storm the gate of nothing-

ness" with his heart, in order to shape the '"mothingness" into signific-
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ance. The close association of dawn with man's most unique moments of
experience in this poem is typical of Sassoon's early work. Together
looks back to the hunting experience of Sassoon's youth: As the

esowatery fields grow brown and dim,

And hounds have lost their fox, and horses tire,

we are reminded of Nimrod in September and a nostalgis for all that had

been obliterated by the war,pervades the poem.-

Counter Attack was published by Heinemann in June 1918. Sassooz

writes about its reception by the public in Siegfried's Journey:

\

Some of the reviewers were pained and indignasit at my
insistence on the ugly aspects of war. Robbie, however,
when bringing press-—cuttings, assured me that a hostile
notice often did more good than an adulatory one. Anyhow
the;e was no doubt that Counter Attack, in its blood-red

and yellow paper cover, was being bought and discussed. (39)

Heinemann had asked Sassoon to "include some amiable stuff to mitigate
the horrors" but had been persuaded to sell it as a short, half-crowm
book which proved its worth by selling 5,000 copies in four printings
between June 1918 and Junex 1919. In America, the book went through
three printings between December 1918 and Fébruary 1920. ‘‘he Amerian

" edition contained an introduction by Robert Nichols, describing Sassoon

as having "the air of a sullen falcon" -

He speaks slowly, emnciating the words as if they pained

him, in a voice that has something of the troubled thickness
apparent in the voices of those who emergé from a deep grief..
One would think he communed with himself, save that, at the

" pauses, he shoots a powerful glance at the listener. (40)

The public and critical reaction to Counter Attack was mach the same as

to the war poems in The Old Hunteman. Host of the derogatory criticiem
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was of the Edmund Gosse kind, which strove to condemn a war poetry

which it found tasteless. John Middleton Murry produced a more interest-—

ing attack on Sassoon's poetry in Bhe Nation. It begins:

It is the fact, not the poetry, of Mb. Sassoon that is

important. When a man is in torment and cries aloud, his
cry is incoherent. It has neither weight nor meaning of
its own. It is inhuman, and its very inb{imanity strikes

to the nerves of our hearts. (41)

Murry contimues to argue that a poet should convey harmony fo the reader
by comparison with discord but that Sassoon merely conveys diord by
itself. Murry concludes that the reader must postulate the harmony in
the world by which to compaTre Sassoon's presentation of discord and
that therefore "it is Mr. Sassoon who is the martyr, and we ourselves
who aré the poets."

¥hetgher Murry's contention is falid or not, this reversal of
rdles was not Sassoon's intention; he intended to recreate the world
of war as it appeared to him and to present that to the reader. Murry,
oversimplifying the poets' task, hoped to see order imposed on what, to
Sassoon was essentially chaotic. Sassoon's approach was direct; he
described what he witnessed: if there was chaos it was not invented by .

the man whose early poems express nothing but the harmony of nature .
The order lies in the versification, the selection and arrangement of

Sassoon's material which brings coherence to what might otherwise have
been '"the inarticulate sounds of a man in torment."
In his article, The Three Roles of Siegfried Sassoon, Jogeph

Cohen asserts that Murry's article is "strong literary censure." He adds

his own disapprobation of Sassoon's war poems:

It must be recognised in retrospect, thet Sassoon's war
poetry suffered from his indulging too much in the T0le of
prophet, for once he decided that it was proper for him, he

ofitered upon the rdle with so much exuberance that he
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permanently damaged his reputation as a poet. True, he
pleaded effectively for the combatants and just as effectively
castigated those whome he held responsible for the sufferings
of the @ soldiers. But his verse pleadings and remonstrances
reduced his effors® to political propaganda . (42)

Sassoon, collecting his war poems in 1919, called his volume g tract
against war" and it would be futile to deny the propagandist element in
his péetry. If opposition to the privilege enjoyed and the lies and
bungling perpetrated by those who wielded power and influence is
"politimal" then a large portion of Sassoon's war poetry is"political
propaganda." However, there is no reason why the humanitarian impulse,
the prime motive behind Sassoon's war poetry, should necessarily 'reduce'’
that poetry. Sassoon may, as Cohen points out, have lacked the
"compassion" of Wilfrid Owen but his subject was not the "Pity of War';
-it was the Violence, the Agony and the overwhelming Futility of it.

The controversial nature of Sassoon's subject-matter has also

provoked adverse criticism; H.V. Routh's is a fairly typical examples

His earliest war pieces do not lack a sober sense of heroism,
but in his disillusioned period he felt that literary
refinements would mislead both the poet and his audience,
whereas violent, foul-mouthed expressions would surprise

the public into visualising life, and especially death, at
the Front. So he exposed the bestial and mechanised
inhumanities of the trenches with too much technical
effectiveness and thereby missed his full effrects. His
coarse or silly blasphemies often blind the reader to the

deep sympathy they imply. (43)

This passage raises several points. The lack of "literary refinement"
presumably encompasses the sometimes rough-made qualities of Sassoon's
verse, as well as the use of "dolént, foul-mouthed expressions,."

Obviously Sassoon uses roughness as a technigue, largely for the reasons



Routh suggests; but there is no reason why this should detract from(?he
value of the poems. The outspoken qualifties of the poems derive from the
impact of the war on Sassoon's sensibilities as I kaVe traced it, but
their success; can be partly explained in terms of literary history.
Rupert Brooke's poems were frequently attacked by critics like Gosse
for similar reasons; at the same time Edward Marsh felt that this was
part of the "new strength" of some of the poems he read, although he
tended to select the more "refined" pieces for his anthology.

The accusation of "blasphemy" is more interesting, although it
is really an irrelevance. Sassoon had shown the Church to be worldly and
corrupt. This worldliness and corruption obscured its basic myth which
failed to provide the men in the rtrenches with adequate spiritual
compensation. Men are not debased by blaspheming aBainst a God whose
only manifestation is a debased church. (Blasphemy, after all,&can
obscure nothing; it is itelf a symptom). The best example of this is
Stand-to: Good Friday Morning ¥ekBeeen¥ where the miserable parody of

a peace~time Church Parade is a fact, not a fiction.

Lastly, Sassoon's Rcoarseness and "foul-mouthed expressions"
are those of the trenches. Owen makes an adequate comment in his poem

Apologia Pro Poemate Meo:

I have perceived much begguty
In the hoarse oaths that kept our courage straight.(1 q)

As Sassoon can capture the voiwe of the aggressive "do-gooder" in a poem
like Does it Matter or the superficial chatter of a Subaltern , so can

he capture the rough protest from the mouth of the common soldier

(without the patronising dialect of Kipling) in whose voise is an

eloquent appeale.
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Chapter Four

PLCFURB:SHOW .. o |-

The popularity of Counter Attack established Sassoon as one of

the best-known and most widely read of the war poets. It is not surpris-
ing that in 1919 he sought to consolidate his reputation rather than to
advance it by publishing a large amount of new work. It is perhaps for

this reason that the 200 copies of his next volume of poems, Picture Show

were printed privately for the author in June and not reprinted in
England as an ordinary edition. Only a minority of the poems in Picture
Show were war poems, of which nine appeared in the attractive Har Poems

of Siegfried Sassoon, issued in October. This was a pocket-sized "tract

against war" bound in bright red cloth; it reprinted Sassoon's best war
poems and contained three new war poems, In An Underground Dressing
Station, Atrocities and Return of the Heroes which had appeared in no
other volume. Excluding the contribution to War Poems of Siegfried

Sassoon, only nine of the Picture Show poems were reprinted in ordinary

English Bditions until the first volume of Collected Poems, published in

1947. The American edition of Picture Show was pﬁblished in 1920 with the

addition of seven poems and it is this edition which is beproduced in the

Collected Poems.
Most of the Picture Show poems were written in 1918. Having bee:

passed fit for active service, Sassoon left Craiglockhart and was sent to
Ireland where he managed to indulge his pleasure in fox-hunting. In
February he was transported to France and thence to Palestine despite his
efforts to be sent byck to the Western Front. It% was not long, however,
before his battalion was shipped back across; the Mediterranean to

Marseilles.
Two poems, Concert Party and Night on the Convoy, describe
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Sassoon's experiences in Palestine and Egypt. It is interesting to
. compare them with the prose record; Sassoon based many of his poems on
experiences noted in his diary. PFour months of the diary covering the
period of active service in the Near Bast are printed in Sherston's

Progresss Concert Party is based on the entry for April 23rd 1918, and a

comparison between the prose and the poetic accounts provides an inter-
esting insight into Sassoon's method; he selects his material from the
" prose account according to the dictates of the verse pattern. In this
case the prose more effectively evokes the nostalgia and home-sickness
of the troops with their "Blighty hunger" and their longing for the
"gakety and sentiment of life" and provides a more solid contrast to the
civilians entertaining them with a second-rate repertoire on a make-
shift stages
eee a canvas awning; a few footlightd; two blue~chinned

actors in soft felt hats -~ one of them jangling rag-time

tunes on a worn-out upright; three women in short silk

skirts singing the old, old soppy popular songsese It

was as though these civilians were playing to an éudience

of the dead and the living - men and ghosts who had crowdesd

in like moﬁhs to a lamp. One by one they had stolem back

till the crowd seemed limitlessly extended. And there, in

that haglf-lit oasis of Time, they listen to 'Dixieland’

and 'It's a long, long trail,' and 'I hear you calling me.'

But it was the voice of life that 'joined in the chorus,

boys'; and very powerful and impressive it sounded. (1)

1es
The less explicit Concert Party fails to convey the "impressive" quali%j;

of the scene and Sassoon cannot resist ironically apostfophising the
singers:
O sing us the songs, the songs of our own land,

You warbling ladies in white.

His poem rather conveys the submissive home-sickness of the men:
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Jaded and gay, the ladies sing; and the chap in browm
Tilts his grey hat; jaunty and lean and pale,
He rattles the keys... some actor bloke from town...

God send you home; and then A long, long trail;

I hear you calling me; and Dixieland...

Sing slowly... noy the choTus..s One by one

We hear them, drink them; till the concert's done.

Silent,I watch the shadowy mass of soldiers stand.

Silent,they drift away, OVerl the glimmering dand.

The lines of Concert Party are lengthened or shortened by the
almost haphazard occurrence of rhyme. Night onrnthe Convoy rattles along
in ten-syllable iambic lines recalling the steady throb of the ship's
engines, until the concluding line breaks this rhythm by giving each

syllable egual weights

We are going home. The troop-ship, in a thrill
Of fiery-chambered anguish, .throbs and rodls.

We are going home... victims... three thousand souls.

This poem represents the reworking of the diary entry for May 5th in
more emotional and poetic terms. The most striking example of this is
the observation in the diary of the goldiers "whose sleeping forms re-

mind me of the dead", (2) which becomes in the poem:

Blanketed goldiers sleeping. In the stark
Danger of life at waT, they lie= so still,

All prostrate and defenceless, head by headeee.
And I remember Arras, and that hill

Vhere dumb with pain I stumbled among the dead.

This ship. delivered its cargo in FPrance and before long

Sassoon was back in the trenches “only a mile or two away" from where



he had previously been wounded. After a raid on the enemy's trenches, he
he was shot by one of his own men in mistake for a Gerﬁang consequently
he returned to England to spend the remainder of the war in hospital at
Lancaster Gate. While convalescing, he wrote a mumber of poems which
draw on the experiences of his months in France and pursue some familiar
themes; none of them is a new departure. The situation described in
Regr-— d, in which Sassoon attempts to awake a long-dead man, resemble:
that of The Dug-out. He
saw some-one lie
Humped at his feet, half-hidden by a rug,
And stooped to give the sleeper's arm a tug.

Here the body is that of a dead man who resembles a sleeper: in The Dug-
out a sleeping man reminds Sassoon of the dead. A young officer is
sleeping at the end of an arduous day. Illuminated by a guttering
candle, his face excites in Sassoon the pity and compassion for his
immediate comrades that he expressed in such poems as A Subaltern and

To Any Dead Officer. The incident on which the poem is based, is record-

ed in the concluding chapters of Sherston's Progress:

\

The thought of that candle haunts me now; I don'i know why,
except that it seems to symbolise the weary end of a night
at war, and that unforgettable remoteness from the ordinary

existences which we might have been leading. (3)

In the poem, Sassoon ignores the conirast between war and home; he ex-
presses only the emotion aroused by the sight of the vulnerable youth

which is too deep to be endured:

It burts my heart to watch you,
Deep-shadowed from the candle's guttering gold;
And you wonder why I shake you by the shoulder;
Drowsy, you mumble and sigh and turn your head...

The poet cannot tolerate this semblance of death while it is in his



power to re-awaken life; his action in waking the sleeper asserts the
value of life and of humanity. Unconciously he associates his own life,
perhaps all life with this ungainly fﬁgure who is "too young to fall
asleep for ever." ' '

“Bi-ghtrigil-hounted—tinest, The Dug-out is a good example of

the "nafural means of expression” that Sassoon had evolved in the

shorter poem. Battalion Relief resembles the more colloquial, graphic

poems; Sassoon's method is to contrast the beautiful French country-side
illuminated by the effects of sunset and summer storm, with the cheerful
if apprehensive, soldiers who are blundering through it; in turn, their
ironic comments contrast with the clipped, impersonél commands of the
officers:

P21l in! Now get a move on.' (Curse the rain.)

We splash away along the straggling village,

Out to the flat rich country, green with June...
And sunset flares across wet crops and tillage,
Blazing with splendour-patches. (Harvest soon,
Up in the line.) 'Perhaps the War'll be done

By Christmas-Day. Keep smiling then, old son.'

Pity for the men's plight is only permitted in ironic parentheses, the
thoughtg@ of the narrator who sees the men as labourers going out to
provide rather than reap the harvest.

Among the other war poems in Picture Show, Memorial Tablet

expresses Sassoon's disgust with the old, established country civilian
order, the pre-war squirearchy with whose representatives he had hunted
in less difficult times. The first person of the poem is familiar enough
his is the fate that might have overtaken Albert Meddle, had he kept his
temper. The parentheses worked into Sassoon's oratorical decasgllabic

lines capture the indignant rush of words from the abused soldier:

Squire nagged and bullied till I went to fight,
(under Lord Derby's scheme). I died in hell -
(They called it Passchendaele).
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At "sermon-time" the Squire spares a glance for the man's name on the
list of those killed; his overweening complacency is revealed by his

ignorance of the man's real suffering:

Two bleeding years I -fought in France for Squire:
I suffered anguish that he never guessed.
Once I came home on leave: and then went weste...

What greater glory could a man desire?

Sassoon's immediate poetical postscripts to the war are dis-

appointing. The short, twe-stanza piece, Reconciliation, expresses

sympathy for the enemy and pity for the mothers observed in The Glory of

Women and Enemies but, unlike those poems, it seems %o express: 100

correct a sentiment. This may be explained by the fact that the war vas
over when Sassoon wrote the poem; because the war was over, it seems gli
to suggest that reconciliation could derive from its horrors rather than

from its cesdation:

Men fought like brutes; and hideous things were done;
And you have nourished hatred, harsh and blind.
But in that Golgotha perhaps you'll find

The mothers of the men who killed your son.

Aftermath is a typical war poem, describing war conditions with the
addition of rather umsatisfactory choric lines which make the piece

sound posed; these are particularly inept at the conclusions:
Have you forgotten yet?.s
Look up, and swear by the green of the spring that you'll

never forget.

As a reflective poem, this anticipates the superior To One Who Was with

Me in the War, published in The Heart's Journey, and by comparison,

seems ill-judged and immature. Sessoon had hoped that Aftermath would be




his last war poem "for I assumed that War ‘as an instrument of national
policy® was completely discredited." (4) Sassoon called Aftermath Ban
effective recitation-poem?®; nonetheless: while he was taking elocution
lessons in the Albert Hall, in preparation for an American tour, Sassoon
failed to arouse the emotions of the char-ladies engaged in cleaning

that establishment:

Immediately below the brass rails of the platform four
char-women, on hands and knees, gazed at me with upturned
faces and suspended brushese.ss I asked the char-women
whether they had forgotten the war yet... But thay had
ceased to bother about me and my exhortation caused no

further interruption of their work. (5)

It was Everyone Sang, admirably constructed in two flowing five-line

stanzas, that had caught their attention. It is a successful, if rather
slight poem in which the advent of peace is received by the people as a

bird its freedon. It concludes:
0, but Everyone

Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the singing will

never be done.

In Siegfried's Journey Saésoon comments that the singing that would

"never be done" was the "Social Revolution which I believed to be at
hand." (6) Robert Graves did not share his optimism and renarked sourly
that "1gverybody' dad. not include me". (7)

The impact of the war and its landscape on Sassoon's coa§1ous-
ness had provided him with the raw material of poetry; it had been his
inspiration. Towards the end of the war he had hoped %o begin a work of.
"bigger scale" but this was not to be. Occasionally a poem, published in
later volumes, looks back to the war but "the dark tremendous song" he
planned did not materialise. Neither do the other poems, on subjects
other than war give any indication of the direction in which his talents
would develop.

As a volume, Picture Show is in some ways reminiscent of




The 01d Huntsman and certainly shows little development from it. The

mannef is more confident, the tone matured ; yet many of the non-war
poems s like most of the war poems have direct counterparts in The 0ld
Huntsman. Before the war Sassoon's lyrical poetry had taken a rather
conventional delight, a ‘poetic' joy, in the forms and harmonies of
nature. In the poem Memory Sassoon recalls his former, carefree existenc

in language identical with that of his early poems:

¥When I was young my heart and head were light,
Ind I was gay and feckless as a colt
Out in the fields, with morning in the may,

Wind on the grass, wings in the orchard bloom.

Sassoon is acutely cogé;ous of the contrast between this early, idyllic
1ife and the one he seems condemned to lead in the future. The poem is
consequently nostalgic, heavy with a sense of survival and the paradox

of war experiences:

But now my heart is heavy-laden. 1 sit
Burning my dreams away beside the fire.

Death has made him "wise and bitter and strong" but nonetheless he longs
for ''‘peace of home,f And silence; and the faces of my friends," with its
ocho of Brooke's "...laughter learnt of friends; and gentleness,/ In
hearts at peace..." The poem is a Btirange amalgam of Sassoon's early
style and attitudes: the mystical, yet disillusioned soldier remembers
the idealised scenes of his youth which are expressed in generalised
language. '

The Shelleyan poem, Vision delights in the flux and changing

aspect of nature:

I love all things that pass: their briefness is

Music that fades on transient silences.
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This sentiment was similarly expressed in P6day, several years before:

Let me stand within
The circle of your transience, that my voice

May thrill theAlonely silences with song.

Other poems reflect the pre-war pre-~occupations of the poet: Nimrod re-

appears as the captain of Captain at the Point-to-Point; Miracles and

Butterflies unite some of the images of Wind in the Beechwood, Storm and

Sunlight and Wisdom, to create what are almost hybrid poems. Sassoon was

not unaware of these shortcomings; in Limitations he writes:
You've got your limitations; let them sing,
And all your life\will waken with a cry:
Why should you haiy when rapturés on the wing
And you've no limit but the cloud-flocked sky7...

But some chap shouts, 'Here, stop it; that's been donel"

Sassoon valued the Picture Show poems not so much for their literary

value — he never encouraged their publication - as for their therapeutic

value. He states in Prelude to an Unwritten Masterpiece that they are:

tNot profound;

tBut such a haunting music in the sound:

Yoo it helps us to forget'.

Limitations and Prelude to an Unwritten Masterpiece also

indicate the change in Sassoon's attitude towards poetry; they express
the malaise of a poetic intellect divorced from its customaby inspiratior
The whole business of writing poems has become unsatisfactory, degener-
ating on these extreme occasions into a versifying exercise on the
subject of writing poetry. Even this subject is treated ironically:

"Why can't you cut it short, you pompous blighter?" But this concluding
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irony in Prelude to an Unwritten Masterpiece does not obscure the poem's

main pre-occupation with the poet's disturbed state of mind - acute

anxiety manifesting itself in nightmare:

I can't remember how the trouble starts;

And then I'm running blindly in the sun

Down the 0ld orchard, and there's something cruel
Chasing me; someone roused to a grim pursuit

Of clumsy anger...

The diction and form of the nature poems are reflected to some
extent in a mumber of poems on the notably new theme of love. Sassoon's
natural reticence, aﬂ&iifiaiézf his character he chose to emphasise in |
his autobiographies, p;ezludee-the mention of sexual or emotional

relationships in those works. In the love poems, Idyll, Parted, Lowers,

Slumber—Song and 'Phe Imperfect Lovery this reserve militates against

. émotion and realism to produce what amount to little more than formal
exercises in the love genre, derivative word-patterns. In Igzll_Sassoon
again employs the dawn and bird-song which dominate the poem when they
seem intended to serve as a background to a tryst between lovers

specified only as "You" and"I":

In the grey summer garden I shall find you
With day-break and the morning hills behind you.
There will be rain-wet roses; stir of wings;

And down the wood a thrush that wakes and sings.

Parted expresses in well-modulated, alliterative lines, suitable trite

sentiments about the interval between the lovers' meetings:
I am alive
Only that I may find you at the end

Of these slow-striking hours I toil to spend.

Lovers concerns the time after one lover has left the company of the
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other and Slumber-Song is about the poem bringing peace to the sleep of

the beloved. They read as though they are private works, intended for
the loved one alone to read, because she alone can fill in the details,
grasp the occasional allusion. These are disappointing poems for the
reader because they leave detail unstated and the 'love' quite unsub-

stantiated. The Imperfect Lover attempis an argumentative tone:

I never asked you to be perfect - did I? -
Though often I've called you sveet, in the invasion
Of mastering love. I never prayed that you
Might stand, unsoiled, angelic and inhuman,
Pointing the way toward Saiﬁthood like a sign-post.

Michael Thorpe has written of this poem:

The challenging openging ... has the directness of Donne,

and like Donne, too, is ... sceptical and sarcastic. (8)

If this is true, Domne's influence has filtered through the love poems
of Rupert Brooke. The Opening line recalls the tone and rhythm of the
opening line of Brooke's Sonnet (1910) - "I said I splendidly loved

you; its not true" (9) - or Brooke's frequent use of the rhetorical
question. the sense of love "soiling", and the hints of jealousy that
Sassoon's lines convey are also reminiscent of Brooke. However, as
Thorpe Observes, the initial impetus of the poem fades with the second
stanza; the remainder of the poem deals with the possibility of the ‘
failure of the relationship in a sombre, yet histrionic manner, and even

this involves a Brookean toughness:

Since we loved like beasts, the thing is done,

And I'11 not hide it, though our heaven be hell.

Other poems in Picture Show, The (Goldsmith and Devotion for

example, resemble the early poems Villon and Noah in their use of




history to illustrate the rather simple truth that human life is a more

constant factor than the grandeur of history might suggest; Sassoon

implies that this must be realised imaginatively. Ancient History, the
most successful of these poems, pictures Adam, "a brown old vulture", a
"gaunt wild man" mourning the death, not of Abgé but of Cain, his
favourite. A contrast to the effete Abel, "soft and fair", Cain is "a
stallion of the plain" and arouses his creator's jealousy by his aggress-

ive response to the earth: °God always hated Cain'".

Middle Ages, Wraiths and The Dark House tend towards whimsy

and echoGraves and De La Mare. They also draw on the inspiration which

motivated the writing of early poems like Goblin Revel and Dryads. "The

Dark House achieves a sense of mystery associated with secret romantic
meetings:

Dusk in the rain-soaked garden,

And dark the house within.

A door creaked: someone was early

Yo watch the dawn begin.

But he stoleaway like a thief

'In the chilly, star-bright air:

Though the house was shuttered for slumber

He had left no-one wakeful there.

Here, untypically, Sassoon achieves his effect by understatement. The
poem contrasts favourably as a love poem with Parted or Lovers whid
confuse private emotion with communicative poetry. Middle Ages achieves

its effects in the same way; iys novelty as a poem written by Sassoon,

endeared it to Gosse who wrote in a letter:

The song called Middle Ages { which is technically a new
departure for you, is hauntingly admirable - an anthology
piece!) does not need more rhymes, for the speed of it 1is

rich enough. (10)

Middle Ages may have been technically a new departure — Sassool
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had always preferred long musizal lines — but neither it nor any of the

poems in Picture Show show any significam*fadvance in theme, attitude or

verse structure; freed from the physical and mental pressure of war,
Sassoon began to lapse into the pleasures and ideas that had seemed so
vital in pre-war years. 'Yhe value of the war, in terms of Sassoon's

~ poetical development, was that it had purged his work of archaic diction
and disturbed his peace of mind. Howover he did not immediately renounce
his sardonic voice and satirical protest in order to re-establish calm-
neés and spiritual peace in his disordered world, as his next volume of

poems was to show.

Footnotes to Chapter Four

1) Sherston's Progress p.l183.

2) ibid. p.192.

3) ibid. p.249.

4) Siegfried's Journey p.l41.
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7) Goodbye to All ‘Phat p;228.

8) Siegfried Sassoon: A Critical Study p.44.
9) Poetical Works p.l05.

" 10) Evan Charteris The Life and Letters ofif Sir Edmund Gosse
(Heinemann, London, 1931) p.451.
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Chapter Five

POEMS OF THE TWENIIES.

In 1919 Sassoon cultivated his new interest in Socialism and'

accepted the post of Literary Editor on the staff of the Daily Herald,

the newspaper referred to darkly by Sassoon's mother as'that rabid and
pestilent rag." In Siegfried's Journey he describes how he spoke at an

election on behalf of the ®Arch-pacifist' Snowden, and

wearing corduroy trousers and a bright red tie, I went
about exploiting my Labour movement personality and my

reputation as an anti-war poet. (1)

Nonetheless the fox-hunting man was irreppessible and Sassoon frequently
rode with the hunt. His "Labour movement personality" was also obliged
to co—exist with a social life that included fashionable post-armistice
parties, literary dinners and the more rewarding "pilgrimages to poets."
His work as Literary Editor enabled him to keep abreast of poetic
developments and to develop friendships with Thomas Hardy and leading
Georgian poets. 4 severe attack of sciatica soon limited his activities;
when he recovered, he embarked on a successful trip %o America. Sassoon
did not relinguish his political convictions for a long time; in his

account of the General Strike, Osbert Sitwedl mentions Sassoon's

passionate beliefs:

In such times the wazrmth of his political sentiments, into

which he put his heart, made him a valued companion. (2)

I+ was in the year of the Great Strike, 1926, that Sassoon's next

significant book was published. His poems had been printed in a variety
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of:magazines including ‘'he Nation, The New Statesman and Vanity Fair.

A new volume of poems did not succeed Picture Show until these were

gathered in Recreations, 1923 and Lingual Exercises for Advanced Vocabul-

ARians, 1925, These were both privately printed volumes of limited .
edition, but thirty-seven of the four%y—three poems contained in them '

were united under the title Satirical Poems and published in 1926. Two

retrospective volumes had also been printed: Selected poems which Was

little more than a reprint of War Poemg and an edition of The Augustan

Books of Modern Poetry which drew thirty-two poems from previous volumes.

Sassoon regarded his satirical poems as a phase which had to
be'worked out rather than a logical or progressive step from the war
poemé. His own realisation of their wezkness is illustrated by his
reluctance to permit them to be printed in ordinary editions, or to have
them published at all. In reply to J.C. Squire's request for poems to be

included in Second Selections from Modern Poets, Sassoon wrote:

I can only repeat that the Recreations stuff leaves me
dissatisfied. However, your letter is so kind that even I
cannot be so ungracious as to persist in my refusal to
compete. I suppose this keeping my work dark is only an

obscure form of conceit. (3)

The reticence expressed in this letter and the ironic self-denigration
in the last sentence reveal something of Sassoon's attitude to himself
and his work; Sassoon's ultimate failure as a satirist, his falure to
develop skills ably demonstrated inﬁ%he war satires, can be explained
'largely in terms of his personality. Although the glimpses of Sassoon's
personality afforded by the satirical poeﬂé are mainly parenthetical,
Sassoon is at pains to recomstruct it in the works of autobiography.

In the Sherston rilogy George Sherston is a semnsitive, rather diffident

young man, a participant in sporting and war-time activities, yet
reserved and contemplative. An older Sherston, narrating the experiences
of youth, tends to emphasise these traits. Other aspects of Sassoon&s

character are revealed in the works of straightforward autobiography -
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‘The Weald of Youth and Siegfried's Journey - yet the young poet's action

are marked with a deference to his literary superiors and a difficulty i
accepting the coveted fame as a poet. The impact of the war on his psyche
has already béen described; the impact of peace on his re-ordered
sensibilities: raises a different problem.

As an "anti-war poet" Sassoon had found targets for his satire
largely in civilian figures; their attitude to the war had disgusted the
poet whpse sympathies lay increasingly with the suffering common soldier.

. When the soldier reverted to his peace-time role of poorly treated worker
Sassoon adopted the political cause of socialism in place of the vaguer
cause of humanity. As he drew his friends from among contemporary sk
literary figures and continued to live on private means, the social
issues became less well-defined. Sassoon still chose the same targets: for
his satire - politicians, the press and the church, now wideneing his
scope to include capitalism, the class war and academics. But without the
powerful contrast of the trench salient with the plush office or social-
ite's slon to impose integrity on the pdems, they tend either to digress
or lose their sharpness in technical and verbal virtuosity. More notably,
Saésoon is uncertain of his temperament and his own position in the poems
and takes no pains to establish a stand-point from which to direct his
operations: pe portrays himself as a diffident rather than an indignant

reformer, a spectator rather than a participant. In TurnerrRooms he

becomes an awkward, shuffling versifier whose stature is further

reduced in the presence of great art:

Words failed me. Dido's harbour was a gleam
Yhat venished in white vapours: and the @arden
Of the Hesperides was but a dream

Shut in by storm-clad summits. On my toes

A mild enthusiast trpd; and begged my pardon.
I bit my pencil; blinked; and blew my nose.

In Villa d!'BEste Gardens, although he feels kinship with dead poetsyhe

is unable to attain their stature and remains gauch, almost philistine



18,
in his approach to his surroundings:

My language favoured Landor, chaste and formal.
My intellect (though slightly in abeyance)
Functioned against a Byronistic background.
Then Browning jogged my elbow; bade me hob-nob
With some forgotten painter of dim frescoes
That haunt the villa's intramural twilight.

While roaming in the Villa d'Este Gardens
I fely like that... and fumbled for my note-book

* In Fantasia on a Wittelsbach AtEmosphere, the leisured poet of private

means is unable to resist the fascination of the "trappings of Auto-
cracy"s

My sympathy for Soviets notwithstanding -

(Dare one deplore the dullness of Democracy?)

I am touched, I am enticed, by super-lavish

Expense; half-cultured coxcomb Kings commanding

In palacefuls the trappings of Autocracy,

With all their country's coffers ripe to ravish.

The woods in reply to these cogitations, indicate the insidious
liberalism that was beginning to pervade Sassoon's writings: 'Take them

for what they were, they weren't so bad!' In these extracts Sassoon

presents an ironical self-portrait; the poems are self-regarding in a
way alien to the war verses. Nonetheless the poems are verbally
accomplished anf this seems to be their major virtue.

Although many of the p;%ms are written in the first person,
Sassoon occasionally tries to distance his subject-matiter by imposing
his own personality on a third person. Because his political and social
alignments are ambiguous he writes of another man's incongruity at the
polite table:

I have seen a man at Lady Lucre's table

Who stuck to serious subjects; spoke of art



As if he were in earnest and unable

To ascertain its function in the smart

World where it shares a recreational part

With Bridge, best-selling Fiction, and the Stable.

"his poem is a success in its disapprobation of'"Lady ILucre's set" since
its members condemn themselves in speech; what the young man said is

tactfully defined in the negative:

1Such dregdful tastel!! 'A positive blasphemer!!

! 'He actually referred to our redeemer

As the world's greatest Socialistic teacher!!

Sassoon's own performance at the dinner table, expressed in The Caggggg
the Miners has little to do with presenting a case for the miners or
the just distribution of profit. Sassoon writes about his own difficulty
in controlling ideas and arguments; he is "unable/ To state the case
succinctly." The crude arguments of his fellow diners are too much for

him and he falls back onto an appeal to the sympathetic reader:

'"Why should a miner earn six pounds a week?

Leisure! f'hey'd only épend it in a bar!
Standard of life! You'll never teach them Greek,

Or make them more contented than they are!

That's how my port-flushed friends discuss the Strike.
And that'!s the reason why I shout and splutter.
And that's the reason why I'd almost like

To see them hawking matches in the gutter.

The "almost" in the pen-ultimate line re-affirms the weak liberalism of

Fantasia. on a Wittelsbach Atmosphere. It is a word comspicuously absent

from a war poem like Fight to a Finish where the fusiliers bayonet

Yellow-pressmen" and the poet leads the assault to "clear those Junkers

out of Parliament." For "them" to hawk matches in the gutter would be

a salutary lesson for all in avoiding such cheap rhetorical questions as
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"Fhat do you know about the working classes?"; but Sassoon wastes the
" opportunity in tolerance, an unsuitable attribute for the satirist.

| Sassoon's concept of the class war is unfortunately pervaded
by the pessimistic opinion that the priveleged classes have a habit of

preserving and re-asserting themselves. In the poem On Some Portraits

by Sargent, Sargent, '"the hireling of the Rich", was able to deny his
patronesses the glowing immortality they desired and turn them into
"fashion-dated ghostesses'"; yet their contemporary counterparts, parad-

ing in Hyde Park, prompt the question, in Observations in Hyde Parks

What social magic keeps each carriage-load

Exempt from Lenin's Communistic Douches?

[
Simila:lyabafter the election of a Labour Government, the universities
of Oxford and Cambridge are still staffed with reactionaries:

For though the Government has gone vermilion
And, as a whole, is weak in Greek and Latin,
The fogies harboured by the august pavilion
| Sit strangely similar to those who sat in

That edifice when first the Dean went pious, -

Sassoon's attack on the press, one of the mainstays of
capitalist society, is more successful because Sassoon BRad become
acutely aware of current journalistic standards during the war. In

Lines Written in Anticipation of a London Newspaper Attaining a

. Guaranteed Circulation of ‘fen Million Daily his new, restrained, ironic

style succeeds in distinguishiéng itself from the crass jargon of the
newspaper in question. Sassoon commiserates with the paper for having

missed so many chances of reporting pre-history and the events of the

014 Testament:
Stories engrossing to the human heart,

Sexual, sensational, topical and sordid.

From Eden outwards, there was nothing lacking
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But paper, print, a sound financial backing,

And an exploitable public...

Sassoon is not content merely to snipe at the paper's low standards of
journalism; he extends the scope of his poem to involve the more import-

ant issues of press power and influence:

Do I so copiously congratulate

A lonely Earldom or a Syndicate?

Or am I speaking to familiar friends

Who hold your shares and draw fat Dividends?

In the poem Utopian Times, "Lord Bags" an immoral Press. Baron, is
successfully demolished, yet the poem is curiously ambiguous in its

attitude to the future.
Opposed to the Capitalist system and aware of its shoricomings,

Sassoon hopéd to contribute to its reform through the medium of satire,
tut his cultural interests tended to draw his attention to social and
cultural vices. The frequent confusion of fhese separate issues leads to
obscured intention and muffled effect. In Afterthoughts on the Opening

of the British Empire Exhibition Sassoon is at pains to show the

pettiness of the men in charge of British state affairs in comparison
with their preténsions and actual stature. He watches the dignitaries
assemble at Wembley where they are reduced to suitable "pigny"
proportions because of the distance involved; the voice of the King

(who camnot be seen) has to be magnified by loud-speakers to a suitably
regal volume and the representative of the Established Church has to

pervert his Christian message in order that it should be appropriate:

Then a prelate, with prayer
To the God of Commercial Resources and Arts that are bland,
Was broadcasted likewise, his crozier of office in hand.

tFor Thine is the Kingdom, the Power, and the Glory,'

he said.
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Sassoon then describes the conducting of Blake's Jerusalem by Elgar with
the intention that Blake's vision should contradict and expose the sordi
pomp of Imperial England. It does not; nor do "the anonymous crowds"
understand the message contained in Blake's poem - the organisers of the
Exhibition would hardly allow the performance of any work generally
considered politically undesirable. 'hat Blake meant something else does
not prevent the nameleswl"azﬁaé& from misinterpreting Jerusalem which
suffers accordingly'in the context.of the poem.

‘fhe Philistinism of his age provoked Spssoon to attack it in
its various manifeswtions; the lack of distinction between Jerusalem and
the brass band's clamomrous heralding of George V in the poem just
-discussed is merely one aspect, although the misinterpretation of music

is a favourite theme. The failure of the audience to engage in Bacchan-

alian orgy and riot at a performance of Stravinsky's Rite of Spring

provokes, at first, wry comment:

This matter is most indelicate indeed

Yet, one perceives no symptom of stampede.

The absence of fitting audience reaction is contrasted with Sassoon's
owWn reéponse. At this stage in the poem the diction becomes outlandish,

and, irritatingly overwrought, ruins the effect

But savagery pervades me; I am frantic

With corybantic rupturing of laws.

Come, dance, and sieze this clamorous to function
Creatively, - abandoning compunction
Inranti-social rhapsodic applause!

Lynch the conductor! Jugulate the drums!

Butcher the brass! Ensanguinate the strings!

This is not the language of one giving way to urges that promise the
"joys" of "monkeydom". In Homage & Mendelsohn he seems to suggest that

although one may consider the composer's music to be decadent, one

should "welcome'" his "sinking chords," and the poem is merely a defence
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of "sentiment."

Sassoon's attack on the audience at A Post-Elizabethan Tragedy

seems to recapture some of the old vitriol with a heavy, one-sided slam

at phoney culture:

They squeeze and smoke; a Jjabbering, concious crowd
Of intellectual fogies, fools and freaks, -
A cultural inferno, parrot-loud

With cliches of accumulated weeks

Sassoon dissipated his effect by the inclusion of the play, 'Tis Pity

. She's a Whore in his attack, finding it composed of nothing more than

nexamples of archaic indecorum" and quite "out of fashion". If the point
of the satire is that the audience cannot distinguish good drama, them
the merits or demerits of the play are irrelevant. Similarly Sassoon's

objections to a New York production of Richard the Third seem carping

and unnecessarys:
The casualties were rmumerous: and at last
He didd ( in clashing brass-ware), tired but tense;
Lord of his own undoing, crazed, aghast,
And propertied regardless of expense.
And the whole production paled and passed,

Self-concious like its brilliant audience.

Antiguarians and academics are the subjects of another group

of "satirical poems" of which Early Chronology and Founder's Feast are

perhaps the most successful. Founder's Feast re-introduces one of the

"screaming, scarlet majors." Having observed and dismissed the '"loquac-
jous graduates" and hinted at the general calibre of the proceedings by
comparing the age of the Madeira with that of the "toothless Regius

professor", Sassoon scans the High Table until he discovers an old foe:

But on the Provost's left in gold and blue,
Satese O my Godl.. great Major-General Bluff...
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Enough enough enough enough %?ugh:

Early Chronology undermines academic pretensions to a clear, exciting

view of the past, and an assured explanation of the development of human
cultures - )

Beyond the college garden something glinted;

A copper moon climbed clear above black trees.

Some Lydian coin?... Professor Brown agrees

That copper coins were in that culture minted.

But as her whitening way aloft she took,

I thought she had a pre-dynastic loogfg

The tone of non-commital preference for the moon is suited to the poem;

Ppofessor Brown is hardly a figure of vice. Sassoon mentions the

" composition of this poem in Siegfried's Journey and sheds light on the

pattern and method of his "gatirical poems."

I had it in mind to attempt realistic poems about everyday
1ife.. although my existence since the war had been
undirected and adrift, my literary instinct was sufficiently
wide-awake to warn me against allowing the vehemence of my

Wwar writings to become a mannerism.

Slowly the daylight left our listening faces...
Professor Brown with level baritone

Discoursed into the dusk.

Phuswise... I demonstrated my transition to the new style
of ver51fy1ng which I proposed to cultivate. It was the
pattern for a series of descriptive pieces in which I
assumed a laconic, legato tone of voice, and endeavoured
to be mellow, sophisticated and mildly sardonic. Some of
them were overwritten and little more than exercises in
verbal'accuracy and adroitness, but they served me well in

ny resolve to acquire a controlled method of expression. (4)



The intentione expressed in this passage rather contradict€ the title

Satirical Poems under which the poems were gathered and it indicates

their strength and weakness. At times the controlled, ironic voice
successfully castigates social affectation, privilege and philistinism,
yet the'verbal adroitness" leads to overwriting and a sense of trivial-
ity; whimsy and self-indulgent word-play overloads the poems. Sassoon's
ability to contol sharp, incisive diction is rejected in favour of
outlandish and invented words, persistent hyphenation and intrusive
alliteration:

Drab drugget paths protect these polished floors

From tourist-soled attrition. Guide-book phrases

Co-ordinate fatigued and baffled brains

¥With mute ex-regal affluence, Simpering faces

Exposed in state-saloons and corridors

Survive the modes of soporific reigns.

Dogma has sent Antiquity to sleep

With sacrosanct stultiloquential drones.

Writing some years later, John Betjeman succeeded where Sassoon failed.
¥With the juicy brevity of the war poems deliberately written
out of his system, Sassoon wrote intellectually disorganised, hopefully

jconoclastic verses, mainly in iambic pentameters. Many are urbane and

ironic; yet none merit the tiltle Satirical Poems. The titles of the

original, privately printed volumes, Recreations and Lingual Exercises

for Advanced Vocabularians, are nearer his intention. Retrospectively,

these poems provide little more than a transition between the war
satires and the later contemplative poems. Sassoon himself expressed this
view in & Detter to his publisher concerning ghe publication of Lingual
Exercises: ‘
I have done with verbal gymnastics in future. Being smart
don't suit me, really. But it was a phase that had to be
worked out, and now I can be as simple, sensuous and

passionate as I please. (5)
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Sassoon devoted the rest of his poetic career to fulfil this intention.

To conclude Sherston's Progress, Sassoon wrotes -
veeit is only from the inmost silences of the heart that
we know the world for what it is, and ourselves for what

the world has made us. (6)

Sherston's Progress was published nearly a decade after Sassoon had

consciously undertaken the exemination of these "inmost silences of the

heart" in The Heart's Journey which ®as the first book of’ poems to

break away from what may be loosely termed his war inspiration. The
Heart's Journey, published in 1927, begins a systematic. examination &¥
the—inner—expurioneen, of what Sassoon termed the "heart" - those

elements of the mind which are most fitted to comprehend the "soul" and

jts relation to the nature of man. lhe Heart's Journey is a collectiom

of poems which, although they have no common pattern or obvious unity,
sharTe a common purpose. This purpose is stated in the first three poems.

The first poem introduces the poet's intention - by means “of
contemplative gelf-examination to set down in "song" fragmented elements
of the "heart" in order that the Wharmonies" that these reveal may be
worked into unified poems and move collectively towards a deeper

understanding of the most basic harmonies:

Song, be my soul; set forth the fairest part
Of al]l that moved harmonious through my heart.

The "soul" may only be approached through the “heart" and the result
set down in "song"; yet the simple juxtaposition of "song" and "soul"
in the second stanza indicates that this is a two-way process. The
purpose of this personal re-appraisal of inner strength is to regenerate
the “"heart" which has become in some way "fgllen" or debased and to
re—-establish a state of child-like simplicity - “childhood's garden" -
where the regenerative process is recognisable in the basic patterns of

night and day (most distinctly observed at davn), wild-life and the

.



seasonss:
Soul, be my song; returned arrayed in whiite;
Lead home the loves that I have wronged and slains
Bring back the summer dawns that banished night
‘With distant-warbling bird-notes after rain...

This poem also establishes symbols of regeneration that provide
unities peripheral to the basic themes of the poems and that help to
weave thefeinto a compleg. Obvious examples are the birds and bird-song.
The birds are not merely symbols of positive harmony but reminders of it
in their own right; in the’second poem they sing on despite the ravages

of winter; eventually, because of their persistence, they herald Spring:

Sing bravely in my heart, you.patient birds
Who all this weary winter wait for spring;
Sing, till such wonder wakens in:my words

As I have known long since, beyond all voicing, -

The birds inspire something greater than "woicing" or the writing of
pbetry, and lead to the separate, personal function of guarding the
spirit, the "inward solemn influence" which is "Invisible, intangible,
unkenned." This influence is "life within.. life" and will uhtimately
unite the poet "with that stillness whence my spirit came". The third
poem consolidates fhese ideas and iﬁages by picturing the poet in the
emrly morning, pacing a cold garden in spring, a garden containing the

unrealised elements of paradise — "boding of Elysian days to be":

Cold was the music of the birds; and cold

The sunlight, shadowless with misty gold:

It seemed I stood with Ybufh on the calm verge
Of some anmunciation that should bring

With flocks of silver angels, ultimate Spring
Vhence all that life had longed for might emerge.

In these three poems Sassoon establishes his purpose which is



to rediscover his personal "paradise" rarely experienced since his youth.
This "paradise" can be rediscovered by uniting the "inward solemn in-
fluence" which is the impulse toward spiritual regeneration with the
"éong that has no end" which is eternal truth; this healing process
would awaken "wonder" in Sassoon's poems - "words" or "songs". Poetry
should body forth otherwise inexpressible spiritual truths; for Sassoon
it is the only agency of the ineffable. For this purpose straightforward
intellectual self-analysis would be an inadequate method; the "heart" is
a delicate concept that must be expressed in symbols (which need not be
constant) and thus made visual within the framework of lyriceX poetry.
In his lecture On Poetry Sassoon says: '

Thinking in pictures is my natural means of self-expression.
I have always been a submissively visual writer. (2)

Sassoon's ideas are visualised largely in terms of idyllic landscape
pictured at sun-rise and made melodic by birds. Various associated images
recurr throughout Sassoon's work - the colour white invariably represents
purity and the dawn a sense of renewal. Sassoon's idealised landscapes
are also the "visuaglisation" of "“paradise" which is the "heart's" proper
resting-place at the conclusion of its journey. The journey itself
represents the contemplative re-ordering of the "“heart" which, as a
concept, is loosely opposed to reason or dispassionate intellect, althoug
Sassoon avoids the negative definition of his purpose and ideas.

In terms of the volume as a whole, the first three poems
establish and define, albeit "visually", Sassoon's intention in writing
poetry. After these general statements, Sassoon widens the scope of his
contempltion to include poems on the major themes of love, solitude and
mortality. Of these'the three love poems are slight, conventional pieces
concerning "Elysian-hearted" lovers and dwelling, in company with the
lovey poems of Picture Show, on the poignancy of separation. Poem VI is
interesting in ite echoes of early Yeats whom Sassoon never mentions in

his writings: .
And you are clad in the garment of my dreams:
Led by my hearst's enchanted cry, your feet
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Move with the murmur of forest-wandering streams...

Sassoon uses'the faculty of inward visualisation' to create
many images of his search for spiritual self-knowledge. The image of the
room tends to represent the "self" or "heart" in isolation. In Farewell
to a Room Sassoon, standing outside.the room he is leaving, feels

capable of comprehending ineffable, imperceptible truths, and that he is

Shutting the door on what has housed so much,

Nor hand, nor eye, nor intellect could touch, -

Similarly in A Midnight Interior, the reader is taken inside a room at

the calmest hour of the night. In this setting Sassoon finds himself

more sensually aware:

Po-night while I was pondering in my chair

I saw for the first time a circle of brightness
Made by my patient lamp on the ceiling.

It shone like a strange flower; then my stare
Discovered an arctic snowstorm in that whiteness;

And then some pastoral vale of rayed revealing.

These fanciful images draw his attention to the simple white flowers in
a bowl at his elbow, which, by showing him "the way to wonder" impel him
"to restate his ideas and renew his search. This takes the form of a plea
to "trust" and "intelligence" to release his soul through "every door of
sense''s
0 grant me strength to find
From lamp and flower simplicity of mind.

The'iiiéék for "simplicity of mind" is one conducted in calm-
ness and meditation. Nonetheless it is accompanied by certain personal
déngers which Sassoon Tecognises and is prepared to face. The loneliness

implicit in Farewell toxa Room and A Midnight Interior is consciousness

of "self" pressed to extpemes. In po@® XVI Sassoon observes that
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without the benificent agency of nature, the contemplative spirit must

. rely on "memory-sight" to recall earlier "ecstasies" whmich can provides
solace and compensate for "How strange we grow when we're alone." These
moments of remembered pleasure would become mere nostalgia were they not
checked by the

will for power

Po ask of life no more than life can earn.

Loneliness. is the greatest test of simple self-awareness and of
personality:

Alone..+ The word is life enduredz and known.

It is the stillness where our spirits walk

And all but inmost faith is overthrown.

Consciousness of death is another test; yet Sassoon does not
imply that it is in any way opposed to life. Death is thereflore absorbed
into the thematic framework of the volume. Sassoon's concept of death
closely resembles that of Henry Vaughan, a major influence on Sassoon at
this time. Vaughan's influence is particularly noticeable in a poem like

Strangeness of Heart. In The Retreate Vaughan refers to an existence

previous to life on earth which is the "second race." Consequently the
child is more capable of apprehending the "shadows of eternity" in the
forms of nature, clouded by his memory of God. Vaughan speaks of a
spiritual journey, undertaken to retrace his steps to the former state
of grace:
0 how I long to travel back

And tread again that ancient track!

And when this dust falls to the urn

In that state I came return.

He sees the "forward motion" of life taking him away from ftrue kmowledg
of the divine so that when he dies, he will be furthest away from his
eaTly experiences. Sassoon shares this attitude to death, seeing it as
the culmination of the process of discarding the powers, visions and

~
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insights which began to fade in early childhood.. The "pang... first felt

in childhood", the "strangeness of heart" declines through "many sunsets!
The "pang" and the "strangeness" are the avareness of those truths which
can now only be expressed in poetry and are therefore in childhood an
runtranslated song". Consistent with other poems expressing Sassoon's
personal philosophy, this journey through life is imaged in dawn and

evening; the associated passion is provoked by bird-song:

When I have lost those simple spells that stirred
My being with an untranslated song, ”

Let me go home forever; I shall have heard

Death; I shall know thatol have lived too long.

The weakness of this poem as a rapprochement with death is marked by
contrast with XXV - "One who watches..." - a poem less consciously
concerned with "visualising" the themes, but perhaps because of this,
more faithful to Sassoon's slogan: "simplicity and direciness." (%)
In this poenm éassoon is forewarned of the imminence of death in his
friends whom death has the power to reduce to ‘'memories, recordings and
convenings/ Of voices'" Nonetheless thé memory of valued friends is
beneficial; dead friends achieve a certain immortality by becoming
"hoarded" in the "heart".

It is a small étep from this consideration to a discussion of

the immortality that writers achieve. Grandeur of Ghosts suggests that

they are more alive than those who quote their works for shallow social
purposes. The great dead bequeath life to "Such-g~one" and his friend
nBomeone—else"., In To An Eighteenth Century Poet dead poets whose Wgééf%
"hearts" are their"highwaysﬁifare our living spiritual mentors - "Who
then shall dare to say that they have died?"

In At the Grave of Henry Vaughan Sassoon asserts that the poet!

name "flows on for ever...'" However the immortality awarded by the
inscriptions on the New Menin Gate, the names of the "unheroic dead who

fed the guns", fills him with old bitterness and disgust. In On Passing

The New Menin Gate, Sassoon considers the "foulness" of the deaths which
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are rewarded with a "pile of peace-complacent stene'". The poem is an
accomplished sonnet and is comstructed round two separate questions:
"Who will remember" and "Was ever an immolation so belied...? The final
couplet is an ironic assertion tossed away as the poet turns from the

edifice in disgast:

Well might thecBead who struggled in the slime

Rise and deride this sepulchre of crime.

Al though the sight of this momument arouses in Sassoon an old.
concern, To One in Prison fails to achieve a sense of compassion. The

convict is a young“Albert Meddleﬁwhose home backgpround is less than

desirable; he strikes a very false note however with his patriotic
posturings and his love for his mother. Finally Sassoon loses interest
in the prisoner and concludes the poem on an ambigous note of self-
revelations '

And noy - what use the pity that I am hea@ping

Upon your head? What use - to wish you well

And slam the door? Who knows?.. My heart not yours can tell.

XXVIII unites in a single poem aspects of Sassoon's major
theme, the nature of Life and Death, and with "simplicity and directness’
provides an appropriate "visualisationof what Sassoon considers tkhe
essential components of Being. Sassoonsstands "Close-wrapped in living
thought" with "Death and daybreak on either hand", observing the torment
of souls. The experience leads to a gigantic reaffirmation of Faith;
doubts are the "obscene derision/ of demon-haunters ! Faith permits us to
“Exult, unknowing what we are" because this Faith has trust in an
"yltimate power"which is the "victory" and the "vision". It is in the
concluding poems of this volume that Sassoon is able to discuss his idea
of God in philosophical terms rather than as a "visualised" Pantheistic
being whe is uniquely symbollsqu rather than contained in the forms of
nature. The "incongruous elemgnts" of human nature, mentioned in XXVI,

which had for so long perplexed Sassoon, begin to be seen as the rstion-
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al elements of a being capable of chtice. Sassoon'expands this idea in VI

a poem which leans rather heavily on Blake in stating this paradox:

In me, past, present, future meet

In me the tiger sniffs the rose.

It is in the heart that these contradictory "elements assemble": 'lLusta”
Set upon "Reason" and the "cave-man clasps the seer"; but it would be
uncﬁaritable to regard this poem merely as a plea for passionate think-
ing. Sassoon is stating the futility of dividing the human make-up into
elements if in doing this one loses sight of the existential whole.

For Sassoon this is a theological grgument. The heart perceives that
these are the rational components of a being capable of choice and
Sassoon infers that God gave man life that he might choose.

As God gave life, so it may be returned to Him by means of
faith and religious feeléng in a process; so mutual that one becomes
indistinguishable from the other. For Sassoon this is sufficient
explanation of the purpose of life and he expounds it in the antit%eiicai

&
poem The Power and the Glory which concludes with the assertion LEL

Life be God". These convictions are'untransposable and may only be
hinted at in simple poetry, but they lead the heart to tranquility at the
end of its journey. Although unformulated, the idea of God subsists in
Sassoon's poetry and represents the laged-for awakening of deeper
Spiritual va%ues and feelings, whose "visualisation" is simple and
direct.~§§£¥-uses the image of a pure white flower to express the ]
"peace" achieved by Sassoon's meditations; the flower has been "sown" by

"powers unknown" and is therefore only partially perceived:

I know you only as my need
And my unsealed sight.

Sassoon wished to withdrmw into "the inmost silences of the

'heart" and fo_provide himself with a sahctuary into which to retreat
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from the conflicts that had been aroused in his mind by his war experieng
and awareness of the social disoreder and confusion, injusticeé and
hypocrisy indicated by his satirical poems. This withdrawal into a
contemplative, religious mood meant that Sassoon was to reject his most
profitable poeitic voice. His new meditative approach was also restrict-
ive in terms of subject-matter and audience; to shrug off the physical
world, as far as it existed in its own right and not as a convenient
"visualisation" of thought, was to ignore contemporary sensibility.

The poems of The Heart's Journey and the poems that develop from-them in

subsequent volumes, make no attempt to recreate experience; they eschew
the known life in ZE%$(£O explore territory charted as "the region of th
heart" and its relationship with the soul; areas which may be apprehended
intuitively and bodied forth in traditional poetic forms to which the
elementary devices of metre and versification lend significance and

emotive power.

Footnotes to Chapter Five

1) Siegfried's Journey p.135.

2) Laughter in the Next Room 4th vol. Left Hand, Right Hand
(Macmillan, London, 1958) p.222.

3) Letter to J.C.Squire, 15th June 1923.

4) Siegfried's Journey p.16T.

5) Letter to AJT.Bartholomew, 16th December 1924.

6) Sherston's Progress p.280.

7) On Poetry (University of Bristol, Bristol, 1939)
8) ibid.



Chapter iy, |

POEMS OF THE THIRI'IES

Writing of Sassoon 3m as he knew him in the late twenties and
early thirties, Peter Quennel gives a familiar portrait of the manj the
rether incongruous elements of Sassoon's character seem to be more
pronounced and his own awareness of them mdre acute. Quennel suggests
that Sassoon's "crisis" (his war experience) had in some way "bemumbed
his faculties" (pa’

He had become the poetic solitary, the poetic
malcontent... of the twentieth century, apt in conversation
t0 make rather too much of his separate and unfriended

‘plight. Melancholy, handsome, reserved - his hollow cheeks
suggested an imaginary portrait of a Hebrew Minor Prophet -
he was inclined to compare the ascetic life he led with the
worldly junketings enjéyed by other writers, and to describe
his'lonely dead-quiet evening héurs during which he listened
t0 a recorded symphony concert and ate his modest dinner

off a small tray. (1)

Quennel's observations suggest that Sassoon's character had altered and
that this change had 5een brought about by the war; it was the war that
had forced Sassoon into an active role in society alien to his pre-war

characterzgn@;from which he relaxed as he overcame the traumas of his

war experience.
In the thirties Sassoon published three new books of poetry:

The Road to Ruin, Vigils and Rhymed Ruminations. When it was publisshed

in 1933, The Road to Ruin contained only seven poems vhich represent

Sassoon's final serious satiric work. Possibly motivated by Wilfrid
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Owen's assertasion that it is the poet's duty to "warn", Sassoon
embarked on a short series of what one reviewer called "faint sarcasms
in verse". (2)

In At the Cenotaph, the devil is offering a prayer at that

monument for the dead of the First World War; his intention is that
men should forget the significance of the Cenotaph and revive "their
discredited ideas" particularly that war is an expression of "the pride
and power of being alive". The devil pleads with the "Lord of Hosts" to
"increase"

Men's biologic urge to readjust

The map of Burope

as if this were an unchangeable trait of human nature. The devil sees
man's folly to be an essential part of man's nature, so his prayer 1is
ironic; what has happened in the past will happen again and is suitablp
commemorated by the Cenotaph. The empty tomb is an empty warning, the
hollow symbol of man's failure to profit by his own history. The devil
thefefore envisages the pattern of the First World War repeating itself:
"large destructive lust" finally concluded with "blind vindistive Peace"
presumably along the lines of the Peace of Versailles.

The terms of reference in At the Cenotaph are limited; the

"biologic urge" seems an inadequate explanation of the contemporary
politiéal situation and illustrates the difference bdeen Sassoon and
the new poets who had achieved recognition during the early years of the
 thirties. Sassoon's de}(r\nl.\l is aénild-mannered "unostentatious and
respectful"” fellow who eégééiége-human nature in the simplest terms.

W.H. Auden found the devil a convenient persona in Song for the New Year

In this poem the devil emerges triumphant by using the specific invent-
ions of mankind:

Far the devil has broken parole and arisen

He has dynamited his way out of prison

Like influenzs he walks abroade..
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The image of insidious diseasé in vhich the devil may permeate society
is more effectiVe_than the image of the man in the street. The tone of
the poem tends to shout down Sassoon's genteel voice and Auden's devil
is capable of guile and disguise.

In Mimic Warfare Sassoon observes how tanks on manawres prove

that nations are "pledged to war's traditional crimes". Sassoon intends
to expose the fallacy that the only viable form of peace is armed
preparedness. Occasionally he achieves lines reminiscent of successful
War poems; in one instance, the shrill chorus line in the music hall in
Blighters:
Genial tanks go grinding
Along the tarmac. Joining in the fun
An armoured lorry hauls an aircraft gun.

Sassoon only occasionally uses the caesura in his later poems; in the
war poems he used it to break the iambiclpentameter in order to emphasis

a phrase or vary the rhythm. An Unveiling returns to this practice and

recalls the flavour of the war poems in other ﬁays. The President mouths
platitudes similar to those; of the Bishop in They; he speaks of' "our

million Dead" who are only too literally "now forever London."

'Our beguest
Is to rebuid, for What-they-died-for's sake,
A bombpproof roofed metropolis, and to make
Gas-drill compulsory. Dulce et Decorum este.,’

Written in the style of the war satires and with a deliberate echo of
Owen, this poem seems to demonstrate the futility of "warning."

The Ultimate Atrocity pursues this point. The "first man who

wasn't Quite an ape" prayed for the 'World's redemption" and was joined by
an increasing number of his fellows: "From then till now their task has
been the same..." ‘Their aspirations ére now faced with the "first
bacterial bomb". Sassoon expresses righteous indignation at this state of

affairs, but the poem fails because Sassoon cannot believe that the



o X
the final catastrophe will occur; the conditional "if" and "might"

weaken the satire.

A Premonition is a more successful warning because it avoids

the modest tone of cautious optimism in favour of a crasking assertion
of total pessimism. In the person of a gas-proof ghost, Sassoon visits
the National Gallery to examine the fate of its contents; outside, the
victims of chemical warfare "Lie hunched and twisted" in the "Disaster
of Trafalgar Square." Sassoon discovers that under the rules of the new
warfare, “The'claim/ Of art was disallowed." Impersonal, insidious gas,
the gymbol of man's inhumanity and the negation of his values, cannot
m%hese symbols of enduring beauty and & slowly destroymmgs
the finest achievement of mankind:
Past locks
And walls crass war had groped, and gas

Was tarnishing each gilded frame.

Shortening his customary iambic lines, Sassoon economises on alliter-
ation in order to allow the rhymes to emphasis@the last line of each of
the two stanzas.

These poems express Sasgoon's own attitudes: his hatred of" war
and his feeling of impotence in the face of national forces that seem
ineﬁitable in their destructive impulses. One reviewer remarked that
"his arguments do not Test on proportional thinking" zm (3) and it is
indeed remarkable that a former Harxist can see the forces at work in
society only in terms of "Men's biologic urge". This weakness 1is
explained, though only to a limited extent, by Sassoon's expressed
preference for Swinburne's Songs Before Sunrise and his &é;ééea%&ea of
the "tub-thumping" thirties poets like Auden and Day Lewis, and by his

withdrawal into a private monastic world.

Although his other two volumes of poems published in the
thirties e¥press this withdrawal, Sassoon's memories of the past and
his fears concerning the future are not entirely absent. The horror of
war, though remaining kmown in the semse that Sassoon fervently wished

to see no repetition of the carnage, was fading from his mind. In the

poem War Experience, "groping thought" finds difficulty in recalling
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the Battle of the Somme; the mind, divorced from physical reality,

softens and obscures that reality:

Not much remains, twelve winters later, of the hater
Of purgatorial pains. And somewhat softly booms
A Somme bombardment: almost unbelieved-in looms

1 iy nda y-break sentry staring over Kiel Trench crater.

These memorieé fade, but in poem 17 the voices of dead soldiers are
"persistent haunting presences." In Ex-Service the dead deride current
"grmamental madness" and their "swindled ghasts" reaffirm Sassoon's

‘conviction of the futility of war:

Dream voices these -~ denying
Dud laurels to the last.

casuld
After the outbreak of the Second World War Sassoon c;a only

express conventiomally martial sentiments. In The English Spirit the

ghostly presences of dead comrades are in full support of the war:

The ghosts of those who have wrought our English past
Stand near us now in unimpassioned ranks
¥ill we have braved and broken and overcast

The cultural crusade of Teuton ténks.

Silent Service rehearses Brooke's attitudes; there is a sense of

absolution and abstract virtue is raised above human suffering. Taking
'his cue from Kipling and Watson, Sassoon promotes nationalism and creates
a sense of 6ooasion resembling the poems printed in newspapers at the
beginning of the war in which he‘fought. These two poems appeared in the
pages of The Observer in the sumﬁer of 1940.

The English Spirit and Silent Service indicate how far Sassoon

had succeeded in repressing old pre-occupations; he had spent many years

in cultivating solitude and a contemplative life, making these the
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atmosphere and setting of his poems. The Heart's Journey had established

his task; the bulk of his poetry until his death in 1967 was concerned
with a spiritual search for truths that he could accept as being solely
and universally the property of the religious man, truths set aside
from progress, machinery, politics, society and war: truths that endure
in the buman "heart."

. Vigils and Rhymed Ruminations contimue this search, although .

they 8till contain poems which express doubts concerning its proper
direction, Vigils was published as an ordinary English edition in 1935
although twenty-two of the poems contained in it bad been privately
published the previous year in expensive editions. Rhymed Rumination§
followed a similar procedure and the first English ordinary edition

appeared in 1940.
The mood of Vigils is relaxed and reflective; but a sense of

sadness and world-weariness pervades Sassoon's quest for self-kmowledge.

In a review of Tennyson in The Daily Herald,  Sassoon wrote that the
first thing a writer learns to be isrﬂimséif. An BEmblem, the opening
poem of Vigils, attempts %o elucidate this point in a short, tense poem.
The stress on the first and last syllable of each brief line gives ax
?%i?d sense of sdlidity and growth:

Poet, plant your tree

On the upward ways;
Aromatic bay

Plant, that men may see
Beauty greenly growing
There in storm or shine,
And through boughs divine
Freedom bravely blowing.

The tree is emblematic of slowly accomplished self-realisation and of
its empression in poetry. As the tree must achieve maturity before

"Ppreedom" can blow through its branches, the poet must achieve full

spiritual growth in order to be properly free. In the title poem, the
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Lone heart learning
By one light burning,

Slow discerning of worldhood's worth.

The emphasis is again on the individual's need to come to self-knowledge
by his own quiet path which leads to "Peace! imaged in the "remote
morning star." The elegant, Elected Silence is a plea for separateness,

essential for the undertaking of this tasks

Allow me now much musing-space
To shape my secrecies alone:
Allow me-life apart, whose heart

Trgnslates instinctive tragi-tone.

Stillness harmonises with nature and enables zman to identify himself
with whgt is enduring in the world: "earth and heaven not made with

"hands." In Vigil in Spring, nature not only reflects mands maturity but

-unifies him with his youth, bringing the instinctive "aliveness" to him
that he experienced then. Evdn though he may “1ean from life", he is
capable of feeling “"growth's annunciate thrust and thrill." This

"inbreathed awareness" is again captured in December Stillness; from it

Sassoon wishes to derive strength to continue his spiritual journey:

December stillness, crossed by twilight roads,

Teach me to travel far and bear my loads.

Although man is capable of intuitive‘perceptions, maturity
tends to distance him from the therapeutic, guiding beauties of nature
so that he may méasure and judge his life. Cénsistent with this, several
poems in Vigils explore the theme of childhood love of nature and its
relevance in maturity. Poem 6 describes how "love of life" motivates the
child, but "loneliness" téaches him wisdom; poem 7 shows how this wisdom

leads the poet back to a more sensitive appraisal of the value of the
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dreams of youth and childhood. Such memories also provide comfort‘gor
the "rediscovering soul." The world of childhood contains an innocence
that must be re-examined in maturity; its value is ambivalent however.
Without the knowledge brought by maturity, childhood innocencé lacks
substance. Although experiencing pain at its loss, Sassoon realises that
the child's easy relationship with nature is not the purpose of living.

‘A pumber of poems in Vigils are concerned with death; even
a consideration of his youth, in poem 6, involves Sassoon in thoughts of
death and to him the actual dead are more real than the living. The
death of friends is a constant factor in Sassoon's life; he is haunted
by presences from the past. In many cases these presences are bendficent
only the ghosts of soldiers are difficult to control. In Vibrations the

gently modulated lines evoke the voices of past acquaintances:

I hear you, vanished voices, where such peace

Imbues my being as when your gladness breathed.

One voice is that of Dr. W.H.R. Rivers whose influence is one of
acknowledged good:.
I feel
His influence undiminished,

And his life's work, in me and many, unfinished.

Ghosts evade serious contact, yet they are persistent. In Poem 22, the
dead demand "to be remembered strongly" but Syssoon is powerless to
assist their arrival; he can only pose the question: "Can what we are
empower syour quiet returning?" Sassoon is imprecise concerning the
nature of these visitations whose presence is only half-realised and
imperfectly understood. The poems themselves are rather weak. They aTe
given strength by Sassoon's meticulous rhyming, the dmgnlfled metre and
length of line, but the sub ject-matter is too personal to be anything
more than?gssertlon that Sassoon remembers certain friends “%ho remain
unspecified. Set in the context of his meditative poems, the implicatio

is that these mysterious beings inhabit the quieter recesses of the
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al need they become explicable, available and preserved.

Although as a general rule, Sassoon prefers to arrive at his
"explanations of life" by introspective processes, drawing conclusions
from his own solitary thinking and moving from there, if necessary to

“universal conclusions, there is a group of poems in Vigils in which he -
attempts to examine the.collective development of mankind. Occasioned
by a sense of history, these poems suppress Sassoon's sense of the
individual. In the poem Memorandum, individual identity is submerged in
the mass of humanity. No longer a collection of autonomous individuals,
"In multitudes we grope"; historical events are "blurred" in which
"plind hordes have laboured and destroyed!, and "racial memories haunt
the souls of nations". Sassoon can only counter these dubious, mis-
anthrépic comments by supposing that if there truly ié "some Power" who
is “supreme/ In differentiating wrong from right" then that power might
observe "all human consciousness" as a sleeper unable to awake from a

"purgatorial dream." In the poem Human Histories '"the multitudinous

dead" fail to provide any insightsvinto human problems; like "books un-
read" they are permanently shelved in "the library of ime." Similarly,
in'Babxlon the city built"towers in time" only to be faced with oblivion
therefore, by analogy, for us "Auguries of self-annihilation loom."
Humanity is constantly faced with Time, the levelling factor; only the
vaguest and most generalised knowledge of history remains. Thesenggé
aré not consistent with Sassoon's more personal poeiry where human

consciousness resides only in individuals. The Hour-Glass expresses a

more personal attitude to the problem of time. Picturing himself holding
the hour-glass in his hand, Sassoon derives "intimate omend' from it; it
is a memento mori, containing "“rhe world's enigmag in its quietly fall-
ing grains." ‘'hese poems are written in regular metres rhyming
alternatelx ot in couplets; only occasionally does Sassoon attempt a
special effect as in Babylon where he varies the syllable and line
length to emphasise.the destruction of Belshazzar, who "Ruled;,and to
ruin fell." The rhythm of these poems is lent power by Sassoon's constad
use of multi-syllabled words: "Obliquities","self-annihilation",

"multitudinous". 'hese words have the effect of shortening the ideas
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contained in a line while consuming a large portion of the metre. I;?
this way Sassoon's ideas become portentous and weighty.

The remainder of the poems in Vigils reassert Sassoon's belief
in the inner life. In a few short poems he attempts to examine the
relationship between man, with his paradoxical construction,iparf nystic
part brute, and hig ideas of God and Heaven. Poem 30 asserts the exist-
ence of the inner mind which is a sanctuary from the external world and
is identical with the heart. ''his inner world is perceived almost
intuitively, yet from it man derives the strength tp pursue knowledge of
it. Casequently Sassoon addresses a plea to it:

World undiscavered within us, radiant-white,
Through miracles of sight unmastered still,

Grant us the power to follow and fulfil.

This undiscovered world is equated in other poems with the "spiriit" whose
aspiration is towards heaven. In the Poen Heaven Sassoon gives, in three
ghort stanzas, three differing attitudes to,or addeas of, heaven. He
realises that in its perjorative sense, "heaven" is "designed by man's
death-fearing mingd" and:the ill=founded hope of the dying. Rejecting
this, he tries to define his own concept of heaven in negative terms;

heaven becomes the ramrd of "racked remunciation"s

The spirit in its ultimate aspiration

Shares the world—sacrifice and dies divine.

Credo also rejects the debased concept of heaven and involves the concCep’
of a God whe will never be witnessed; "heaven" and "God" are to be
contained in the final "evolvement" of better human beings from g the
present, imperfect, "brutish" species. To die is to achieve "heaven";
whether there is any existence after death is the concern of the dead
alone. In Everyman, an irregularly composed poem, the living man is
naturally impelled towards death and longs for it; the "doomed protagon-

ist" experiences "the sickness of the soul for sleep". He may rebel and

fight his condition with “bride" but, finally capitulating, this
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"impassioned pigmy" is
Set free to be again

l Companion in repose with those who were once men.

Immortality is not the hope of men, although in Credo Sassoon pdnts out
that future generations will perpetuate "hope divine"; the act of dying;
is all that mankind can know.

Ode, the concluding poem of Vigils, is the most succinct
statement of Sassoon's spiritual position. 'fhe poem is concerned with
man's témpta.tion to construct God in his own-image, the sin of spiritual
pride. He therefore comstructs a vision of >the 'city af God", but this
vision is limited by the limits of man's understanding; he can only

express his concepts in terrestrial terms:

Power, envisioned by earth's discerning,

Peace, by mortal aspiring wrought.

Man is "sense-confined"; he cannot hope to guess that his dreams bear

any resemblance to the reality. The vision of the first stanza of 6de is
not invalidated by the limits of man's understanding; the temptation is
to suppose it a clear vision. Time stands between man and God: "Not from

time shall he look on heaven." Only by the defeat of time through death
can man achieve full knowledge of God.

These theological speculations are not contimied in Rhymed
Ruminations. The peems in this volume, published five years afier Vigils

suggest a considerable advance towards the achievement of the ardently

desired peace of mind, although the mood of the volume is still withdrawm
and melancholic. Occasionally éassoon Teappears in his role as man of
action even if the action is only riding a horse through the Wiltshire
woods. After his marriage in 1933, Sassoon went to live at Heytesbury
House in Wiltshire where he resided until his death. He had desied to opt

out of society, to create a barrier between himself and the world as he

had formerly known it, but he did not wish 1o achieve this only in a
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personal sense. Although his search for self-revelation necessarily
involved a degree of introspection, Sassoon also wished to isolate
himself physically in the country.

Consequently Sassoonts world is circumscribed; Heytesbury House
is the centre of his universe from which he makes forays into private
places in the Wiltshire countryside, like "Blunden's Beech", where he
nay think. If anything disturbs this world it either comes from within
his own mind or is the conseguence of some chance encountér. Objects
within his boundaries naturally increased in signifiwance for Sassoon.

In Outlived by Prees, two short, four-line stanzas describe epigramatic-

ally how the trees in the garden, lime, cedar and beech, give the poet a
sense of the contimuity of present and future that the disTuptive
influences of civilisation deny him, although, paradoxically, the trees
teach him the "transience" of his life.

The oak is used as a slightly different symbol of contimuity
in the secohd stanza of Property. Human beings.pluhder the countryside
without even bothering to consider the significance or even the origin
of the tree. In the first stanza Sassoon expresses unease at the idea
that his small possessions may be revealed to others and that hemy
thereby be himself diminished. The raucous”rooks frighten him when their

presence penetrates the quietness of his study:

Loud was that legion wheeling;
And queer my inward feeling -

"These windows are myxgse#x revealing

ha. Hel
£§&£ﬂ§?§% and my goods!’

From this experience Sassoon considers Pproperty"” in a wider context,

that of man's claim on natural objects. He grows expansive:

Possesgion thus we clpim

Of natural sights and sounds,
Who purchase earth with pounds
And take it all for granted.
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Phis broad statement fails to invalidate his fear. In other poems the

room is used as a symbol of what is most enclosed, most private. In The
Heart's Journey, Sassoon used the room as a symbol of his security in
such poems as Farewell to a Room and A Midnight Interior. In Vigils, Dr.

Rivers returns to visit Sassoon's "heart!s room" in his role as father-

figure and confessor. In Old Music, the poet's mind becomes a "shuttered
room" where " thoughts talk" and, like "luminous portraits","Dead friends
pervade the gloom."

The poem”0ld Music is a disastrous agglomeration of several of
Sassoon's central symbols. A Picture of the Muses is constructed on a
similar pattern of short, rhyming lines broken into two stanzas according
to the change of idea from the firgt to the second part; in A Picture of
the Muses the break occurs at the end of the eighth line and in 014 Music

it is at the sixth. Property and Old World to New are constructed

- similarly with one more and one less syllable to each line respectively.
By varying the rhyme schemes of these poems according to the number of
lines in each section, Sassoon creates emphasimes yet the limits to
Sassoon's technique are further demonstrated by the fact that in fhe

majority of these poems he uses the symbol of the room. In A Picture of

the Muses the room is a pleasant retreat into memories of the past.
While Reading a Ghost Story is = constructed on a similar pattern and
throws a mild, self-induced doubt on the serenity ofl Sassoon's room from

which he breathes the midnight air:

0ld houses have their secrets. Passions haunt them.

Inside our habitations darkness dwells,

Bulogy of my House written in conventional iambic pentameters,

alternately rhymed, which are suited to the dignity of the old building,
represents Sassoon's consistent attitude to his home and property. His
house contains his final withdrawal from active life into solitude;
further than this he cannot retreat. The house reflects his personality

and attitudes; although it has experienced "human wrongness", in its
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"essential atmosphere" there is no trace "of men's malignity and géilt."
The house seems wise; it contains "tranquility and strangness" both of
which were attributes coveted by Sassoon and cultivated in his peetry
and way of life.
 Surrounded by familiax placeé, Sassoon feels able to appreciate

the beauties of natuie; but the sense of security is the more vital as

his attitude to the rooks in Property has shown. November Dusk shows
that the physical presence of nature cannot come closer to "the heart"
than that organ will allow; it must be kept beyond the house which

contains the permanency of the "fire-1it room."

.+..I've no need to travel far to find

The bird who from the leafless walmut tree
Sings like the world's farewell to sight and song.

Such moments of "tranquility intense" are rare and Sassoon
admits that such experiences are governed by gomething other than the
" forms of nature. The opening poem of Rhymed Ruminations, Brevities, an

eight-line poem divided into four (now rarely employed) rhyming couplets
gives four aspects of the poet's character, each of which is given some
weight in the book. Sassoon represents himself as the inspired writer of
"ruminan®' books, the man who''loves to ride alone" in the quiet countryex
side. He is the man content to die at the appointed hour, having come

to terms with the significance of life and death; but he is also

that man who with a furrowing frown

Phinks harshly of the world and corks it down.

Phis is an ironic portrait of the man who, haung retreated from society,
cannot ©pt out of an awareness, of and an anxiety about the state of the
world. Although, in his Wiltshire haven, he is able to "ride alone" and
sit up at night to write, he cannot avoid the obtrusive. concerns ofthe

present.
In Thoughts in 1932 he presents himself as a peaceful rider -

along a "pre-Roman pack-road". Near Stonehenge a “"drone of engines"
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draws his attention to manoceuvring war-planes. Prophetically, Sassoon
visualises the possible threat of the aeroplane, a recurrent symbolx in

these poems of the potential tyrxranny of invention:

In years to come
Poor panic-stricken hordes will hear that bhum,

And fear will be synonymous with flight.

The Blitz and the bombing of Drezsden bore out his prophecy. In 878-1935
Sassoon contrasts the civilisation of King Alfred with his own. Whee
once the army of Alfred passed on the march to Eathundun, "yanks come
lumbering". But this is not an idealised contrastsbetween picturesque
Saxon England and brutalised modern times; the brutality of Alfred's time
when it was "quite correct to hack and hew the Dane," adds to Sassoon's

unease when considering or trying to ignore his own political climate:

Now in a world of books I try to live content,
uneass

And hear uaeas&;§‘the droning aeroplane.

Although in some ways civilisation seems to have advanced since the
baittle of Eathundun, a comparison between the 870s and the 1930s prompts
Sassoon to ask the question: "...when was Wiltshire more insane/ Than

NoW...?" The pessimism of this poem is repeated in On Edington Hill

which also employs the contrast between Alfred and the aeroplane.

Sassoon asserts that we mzm

May all be Alfreds, bombed to bits

In conflict with a creed of crime.

In Az View of 0ld Exeter a man and his wife in the Victorian ppinter's

scene, drive out in their gig
complacently unknowing

Of their great-grand child's air-raid-worried mind.

In Antiguities historical momuments, like the trunk and legs
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of Ozymandias, only serve "to tell/ Humanity its transience!' Humanity
is transient; but not the whole of life. Sassoon returns in several
poems to the major preoccupation of his religious verse: the permanence

of the life of the spirit. Wealth of Awareness re-emphasises the peace

of mind that can be derived from nature which in turn suggests unities
of experience and memory to the mind. Standing in the garden on a
summer night Sassoon is"alone with lifetime". At moments like these,

he attempts to define the significance of his life:

I know that life is in my saturate sense
Of growth and memories of what lifetime meant.
I am yet young with my unheard unspent

Awareness of slow-stored intransience.
The perception of this state of affairs is the bond of humanity:
I feel what all have felt and know what none can say.

The gift of knowing the ineffable diminishes as one becomes more aware
of its existence and its value; consequently happiness also diminishes
ge) beéome a poignant calmness. In Acceptance Sassoon tell&s how
happiness "recedes" as it is "taken away by time". 'rhis poem is divided
into two parts: three lines of question and four of answer which lead to
the assertion that happiness is not taken away by "anger or indifference
but gratefully "given back like breath" to whence it came. Thus "the
heart" is strengthened rather than diminished. these new perceptions of

"the heart" parallel the development of'"the soul'. In Heart and Soul

Sassoon defines the complementary unity of these two conceptions in the
body. As age comes,'"the heart" does not grow "colder" but able to see
more clearly as '"the soul grows stronger'. The destination of "the heart!
is "the grave" although '"the soul' has not yet run its 'race". That

the heart" and "the soul" inhabit the same body is paradoxical:

Soul undaunted and heart death-haunted



Dwell together, estranged yet one.
(Starlight lonely and firelit room)

The "heart" and "soul" are neatly imaged in parenthesis but the total
effect of this two-stanza poem is marred in the second stanza by archaic

diction and the unfomtunate image‘of the "soul" girding up its loins:

Heart be brave as you go to your grave;
Soul be girt for the race unrun.
(Holpen both by ghosts from the gloom)

Happiness is again involved in Tragitones. In two four-line
stanzas Sassoon hints that the process of discovering tranquility in life
is not totally conscious and that it is fostered by "ghosts" or presences
by which Sassoon is perpetually haunted; by these he has been led "away
from 1life": '

I have not sought these quietened cadences,

These tragitones, these stilled interior themes.

in the second stanza Sassoon states that his "faith" provides comfort; it

"perceives[_Nb foot-print where felicity has gone."
The poems in Rhymed Ruminations concerned with Sassoon's son

reveal the extent oft this "faith" which is, as yet, unformulated. The

advice he gives his child is limited to vague universal concepts. In To
My Son he instructs the child to be "gay", "yise", "strong" and "brave",
and to "possess" his "soul". Between each instruction "Go and beees" 18
a line of nearly three times the length explaining the necessity of each
attribute. Collectively, these wise counsels are amazingly unremarkable.
The child is more important as the object of Sassoon's emotions showing
the essential self-centredness of Sassoon's approach to 1life. The child
also enables him to examine death from a different angle, that of its

significance between the generations. In the child there is a hint of

immortality: In Meeting and Parting Sassoon addresses "My self reborn'.

Sassoon hopes for forgiveness from a child who is "doomed to live', a

hope fostered by the apparent vulnerability of the child. In The Chald at

3
s
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the Window the father hopes to be rmmembered by the child, and that the

child will heed his simple advice. Progressions is the poem most central

to Sassoon's scheme of ideas: the "lovely child alone" reminds him of his
own journey from idyllic childhood through "impassioned", ignorant youth

to disillusioned age that together have produced the intellect so plainly
figured inthe poems:

A mind, matured in wearying bones, returning slowly
"Yoward years revisioned richly while fruitioms fail him,-

A mind, renouncing hopes and finding lost loves holy.

Footnotes to Chapter Six

1) At the Sign of the Fish (Collins, London, 1960) p.20

2) Times Literary Supplement, December 1933.

3) ibid.
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Chapter Séven

POEMS OF THE FIFTIES

Common Chords, published in 1950, was the first volume of

Sassoon's poetry to appear for ten years and it contains only eighteen
poems. Compared with the amount of poetry that Sassoon had produced in
earlier years, this output seems slight. He had occupied himself during
the forties with writing his secondary a&tobiographies; The 01d Century,
published in 1938 was followed by The Weald of Youth and Siegfried's
Journey in which_Sassoon returns with undisguised nostalgia to his child-

hood and then his public success as a poet in the years immediately
following the war. He also wrote a work of critical biography on Meredith
an ‘author whom he had loved since his childhood. (1) During the forties,

however, several volumes of selected poems and the first Collected Poems

(1947) appeared. <Yhat he wrote little and that he permitted his collecte:
works to be published, indicate that Sassoon had no significant
development of his religious or emotional life to record.

) A anse
The three opening poems in Common Chords - Rolepse, The Un-

proven and Euphrasy - reveal something of the tone of the ensuing volume;
BEach is composed of two stanzas containing four alternately rhyming lines
and each stateé succinctly some aspect of Sassoon's position as a non-
jntellectual thinker. Collectively, they re-—affirm some of the basic
assumptions that had guided him in his search for spiritual self-
knowledge. The brevity of these poems achieves a sense of irony that is
sometimes laboured in other poems in this volume; there is also a sense
of carping obstihacy in the face of possible alternative standpoints.
Release concerns Sassoon's unsuccessful attempts to understand contempor-—
ary developments in thought "forecasting human fate" and written by

"undelighting moderns". "Modern" as a term of abuse invariably rebounds
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on its user who conversely must be "old-fashioned". The intellectuZI
activity of these "moderns" is imaged in Winter, the season in which it
js undertaken, and it is made to seem hollow and futile, its value
contradicted by the arrival of Spring. The "first real day of Spring",
representing "delight", arrives in "its old unintellectual way". the
simplicity of this season and the permanence of the cycle are intended
to make the mental gymnastics of "the undelighting moderns" seem

ephemeral.
In The Unproven Sassoon states that science obscures the

simple truths of life, symbolised by angels in the poem. These "un-
believed-in angels" ask each other when science will "overhear" them and
"encourage/‘fheir ministries to men." Buphrasy, like Release, takes the
beginning of Spring for its symbolic setting and uses it to attack the
idea that ageing is a constant process unaffected by the regenerative
cycle of the seasons. Thus Sassoon's "sense of the present" is equated
with "a tale untold". Sassoon is aware that it is his own mind that
imbues the processes of nature with significance. In the rather self-
conscious poem The Message he rephrases Coleridge's "And in our life
alone does nature live". Riding homeward on a November day, Dassoon sees
the sky

Yransfigured as by benkficence fulfilled.

Thus Nature's countenance. The thought was merely mine.

But Sassoon is not satisfied with this assumption; he feels obliged to
suggest the possibility that the scene is some sort of divine revel~
ation:

Cloud streaks and shoals, like silver wings ouﬁspread,

Spanned serenities of blue,

As though, enharmonised with life below,

Some heavenly-minded message had been said.

Thus,child-like, 1 imagined. Yet it might be true.

The use of alliteration, of words like “gerenities" and "enharmonised"

and of the well-modulated lines suggest the peace of the scene; yet the

only "message that the reader can dﬁ‘tgsﬁls that the varying aspects
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of nature, such as the sky, lend themselves to analogy.

Aé a nature poet, Sassoon is more successful when he re-affirm
his basic premise that nature provides "tranquility." In An Example this
special balm is consciously sought; a cole-tit so absorbs the poet's
"unquiet mind" that the fluttering bird calms and soothes him. Al¥hough
the bird is merely a'small...thing", it is "purposed" and this is its
example. The tight verse scheme with its short six-syllable lines, Tre-
inforces the sense of the simplicity of the lesson. In gﬁggéﬁgggahm.a
small creature arousés very different feelings in the poet showing that
although the bird in An Example is "purposed" it has no purpose for the
poet, just as the sky in The Message is not apocalyptic. Mush as Sassoon
would like to dee divine inspiration at work, he prefers to accept
moments of calmness, close to nature and unguestioning. When his"inner
self" is in tune with nature, he experiences profound emotion; nonethe-

less, in A 1940 memory the "Clouded Yellow butterfly" serves to revive

Sassoon's distress at "the war's worst troubles." lhe butterfly, seen
when Sassoon was suffering "appalled and personal throes", has become

emblematic of that painful experience:

Yet, every walk I pass that way,

A sunless mid-September day

Will faithfully recur, and 1

Stalk that slow loitering butterfly.

Pleaéant encounters with nature provide consolation in a
world without mercy. In An Absentee the "absentee" is "mercy" and the
poem is an account of the absence of mercy in the world's affairs. The
short couplets suggest Blake, but the language does not achieve Blake's
tautness. Superficially the poem captures the mood of The Road to Ruin,

but ite banal conclusion precludes serious judgement:

No nation, in its need,
Mercyis name must heed.
No statesman dare suggest
Methods by mercy blessed.



¥ost minds decide today
That mercy does not pay.

Although he observes that "mercy" is conspicuously® absent
from contemporary affairs of state, Sassoon is quite willing to leave
the solution of the problem of avoiding muclear holocaust to what he
vaguely terms "Congresses." His claim in Elsewhere that a man must look
"elsewhere" for the 'appeasement of his tortured mind" because "nothing
that one man can think or say/ Could prove effective in the feeblest
WaYeeo" reflects his life since the late twenties and totally contradicts
his individual stand‘against authority in 1917. To support the cynical
contention that the individual can th out of responsibility for the
mass, Sassoon insists that

The indestructible exists
Beyond found formulas of scientists.
Our spiritual situation stood the same
In other epochs when
To thwart all ministries of mercy came

The arrogant invefiweness of men.

The "indestructible" is presumably some guiding power in the universe
rather than mere matter. The passage as a whole is indicative of Sassoorns
desire to convince himself of the justification and efficacy of a person-

al escape-route., In Time of Decivilisation, echoing Hardy yet without

Hardy's quiet conviction, makes a similar point; again Sassoon presents
?

himself as a man with a tortured mind seeking only tranquility:

Stillness, man's final friend,
Absolve this turmoiled thought
Of ills I cannot mend

''hat so my brain be brought
An unimpassioned pride

Where perfidies prevail,

And - old beliefs belied -
Philosophy to fail.
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This passage typifies Sassoon's attitude to contemporary affairs; in
lookiﬁg "elsewhere" for "appeasement'" of his "tortured mind", he makes
this activity itself a virtue and the proper pursuit of poetry. The use
of the word "absolve" in its perjorative sense - to mean "set aside' =~
indicates the extent of Sassoon's desire to create a religious sanctuary
in which to flee a world where "perfidies prevail." The state of mind he
desires is one of "pride" (ie self-respect) but not involving the deadly
sin; this "pride must therefore be "unimpassioned." The parenthetical
old beliefs" refer not to established religious faiths but to Sassoon's
own former beliefs, probably in the spheres of social and political
reformy for it was to be in the Catholic Church that Sassoon finally
discovered the "philosophy" that would allow him tom"fail", the
philosophy to give him the strength to accept his personal failure, the
betraykal of his youthful hopes and ideals.

Looking for a philosophy of "failure" Sassoon seeks an answer
in God. Although the poems already discussed in this and former volumes,
show Sassoon's faith in transcendent values, he has not yet formulated a
consistent opinion o@ God. He refers occasionally to the "@reator", the
"jaker" and to God as an entity separate from the world, yet his
theological quest tends to raise questions which seem unanswerable. In
the vigorous questioning of AN Asking Sassoon asks the "Primordial Gause'
which pre-historic man first discovered that he had a'soul." In

Resurrection he wonders what form this detachable "soul" will take. Here

he directs his questioning at himself rather than at God - are the

deficiencies in his faith his own fault? In Praise Persistent Sassoon

accepts the Christian doctrine oé;continuous praise and the object of
this praise is the "Maker" but raises a doubt at the end of the poem

conicerning the human conception of the divine:

Thus, praise persistent, year beyond wrought year,
Those paecans rise and fade and disappear -
Held to what infinite heart - heard by what immanent ear?

These poems on religious themes also show Sassoon's debt 1to

Henry Vaughan. Few direct parallels are traceable between the poets;
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rather there exists an affinity of temperament between them and this is
nowhere more remarkable than in Redemption. Like Vaughan in the Silex

Scintillans poems, Sassoon has chosen a religious subject and dealt with

it in a personal way. Although Vaughan has been accused of plagiarising
Herbert's work - a. debt he never sought to obscure - his poetry is
conspicuously lacking in "wit." His influence on Sassoon can therefore
5e said to be greater than Herbert's since, in company with Vaughan,
Sassoon ﬁrefers muted tones and a retired mood to express the experience
of religious feeling. Sassoon was only a partially convinced Christian;
Redemption expresses the crucial need for revelation experienced by
half-believers. In the first stanza Sassoon recognises that man's concept
of the redemption of souls is contained in his own temporal thinking -
"the abysm of ages." In the second stanza he regrets his own inability
to visualise "the Invisible" and that he cannot receive information from
"that world beyond" sensory perception. These are thoughts of the past;
in the third and concluding stanza, Sassoon changes the tense to the
present:

I think; if through some chink in me could shine

But once = O but one ray

From that all-hallowing and eternal day,

Asking no more of Heaven I would go hence.

Emblems of Experience published in 1951, draws on poems

written about the same time as those published a year earlier in Common
Chords. ‘fhere is naturally no marked change of mood although Sassoon has
indicated his criteria of selection in the titles of the two volumes.

Emblems of Experience is almost entirely composed of personal poems

concerning Sassoon's private existence; Common Chords contains more poems

concerned with the poet's reaftion to external events and more poems on

generalised devotional themes.

The opening poemm of Emblems of Experience, the sonnet A

Prayer to Time conforms to Sassoon's principle of "visualisation".

"pime" manifests itself in the visually more griking aspects of the

universe. Among other things "Time" is 'unexplored elysium", "Death-
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shadowed pyramid", "Ambition's road; Lethe's awaited guest.” "T'ime" is
an imporiant factor in Sassoon's world; it is involved with the process
of ag®ing, yet paradoxically also obscures man's destiny. In Emblems of
Experience this pre-occupation with time leads to the re-introduction of
morbid ideas and the ghosts of earlier volumes (vhich were noticeably

absent from the lighter and more contented atmosphere of Common Chords).

In Solitudes at Sixty, ghosts find space in "solitudes" which are

"stagnant; motiveless: and slow." "0ld friends arrive" but they have

become meaningless; the memory of them is a habit:

« Known by heart,
Finite impersonatiohs, learnt by ear,

Their voices talk in character and depart.
His friends are dead; they cannot be recalled by any '‘supernatural
agency." 'Yheir absence emphasises the fact for Sassoon that he is an old

man whose age is his only concern:

Meanwhile myself sits with myself agreeing
That to be sixty is no easy thing.

The first line of Solitudes at Sixty - ‘'Bexagenarian solitudes I find.."

- seems pedantic. Ultimate Values, a poem with a similar theme begins

more strikingly; the play on words is emphasised by the neat position of

the caesuras:
The hour grows late, and I outlive my friends.

To outlive one's friends necessitates their reinvention; the "memoried
mind" can only be consoled by Yhoarded time, enriched and redesigned.”
Sassoon is stating here that general.truths may be observed in his own
experlenoe and of this experience the most disturbing memories are the
spoken wisdoms of those friends, recalled a long time after those who

spoke them are dead:
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Those word-illumineé moments, seen and said,
Those wisdoms, mortalised béyond the years

By simplest human utterance of the dead.

" Nostalgia and melancholy seem always to lie at the boundary of
Sassoon's world; yet they are impermanent moods which nature can avert.
In Early March Sassoon is drawn by the mild Spring weather to walk in
farming eountry. The air and scenery work their charm and dispel thoughts
of the past:

Beguilements (which my middle-age can't yet dispel)
Steal into me. Rejuvenescence works its charm.

Designlessly in love with life unlived, I go...

This poem is written in the familiar twelve syllable rhyming iambic lines

In the almost identically patterned On Scratchbury Camp Sassoon 1is riding
g

through the warm June countryside. Scratchbury Camp, the old fortificatio
is now an R.A.F. aerodrome. The dronéng planes contrast with the summer
scene. These obtrusive symbols of' destruction - "war's imperious wing" -
are not like the free-floating clouds which are "uncircumstanced" nor

like the bird that uses air-currents to assist its aerobatics:

I walk the fosse, once manned by bronze and flint-head spear
On war's imperious wing the shafted sun-ray gleams:

One with the warm sweet air of summer stoops the bird.

Sassoon does not overstate his case; the contrast is defined almost
solely in terms of the scene, the clouds and birds; only once does the
drone of a fighter-squadron drown the lark whose song is in praise of
"freedom."

Other poems in this volume consider the problem posed in Wren
and Man: "What does it mean to call oneself a man...?" this particular
poem is merely an assertion of the value of humility, but in A Fallodon

Memory and A Proprietor Sassoon considers two solitary figures and their

relation to nature and history. Watching Edward Gray standing in a wood

that he planted many years ago, Sassoon imagines him "Absorbed in some
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Wordsworthian slow self-communing." The clue to the man's life, and by
inference, to all men's lives, lies in the man's "strength of spirit"
and in the relation of that spirit to nature. This man is "Near to all
Nature; gnd in that nearness somehow strange." The subject of A
Proprietor, possibly the same man, is smaller in stature; this is
reflected in the style of the poem. In A Fallodon Memory the lines in-

crease in length as the poem undertakes weightier philosophical thoughts

in A Proprietor the lines are shorter and vary between six and ten

syllables, giving the poem a lighter effect. Furthermore "the green
track he treads" puts the proprietor in perspective. He is a'meditative
man" who can wonder
. what manner of men
Will walk there in the problem'd future when
Those trees he planted are long fallen or felled.

A neat antithesis to these ponderings is provided by the "white wild
violet" held in the man's hand which, though fragile and delicate, may
well be held by other hands when no "memory of him lingers."

In the religious and contemplative poems that were published

in successive volumes beginning with The Heart's Journey, Sassoon

pursued a poetic method that could only lead to an austerity of style.
The search for a refined spiritual truth, expressed in poetry, led him
to prefer a poetry that dispensed as far as possible with strictly
unnecessary poetic devices. In The Tasking he further subdues his
afflatus in an attempt more closely to define his spiritual rational-

isations. The title poem illustrates this:

To find rewards of mind with inward ear
Through silent hours of seeking;
To put world sounds behing and hope to hear

Instructed spirit speaking:

Sometimes 40 catch -a clue from self-hood's essence
And ever that revealment to be asking;

This - and through darkness to divine God's presence -



I take to be my tasking.

" a this poem @eads—like a Thyming prayer where the poetic form is secondary
g to the content, if relevant at all; the metaphor of the "inward ear" is
apt but not memorable; similarly the "darkmess" that obscures "God's
presence" is no more than a convenient figure of speech. Sassoon has
Stated ek the task that he has set himself and indicates the scope of
his pmoems.

In this volume it is "the instructed spirit" that speaks. Many
of the poems resolve doubts and answer questions that have been expressec
and posed in previous volumes; others express "truths" that have been
learnt during Sassoon's spiritual search. "God's presence", however
obscure, is affirmed in The Tasking, although the need for revelation
remains. In The Making God is asserted as a ben@ficent being and the
Creator; "He can forgive" a man who is su@Bering from original sin, who
is

Flawed with inherited humanity,
And fooled by imperfections wrought through race.

"Humanity" is "inherited" through the body; Human Bondage recognises

that the flesh is essentially a “"prison" that prevents the soul from

aspiring to full spiritual knowledge:

I, this blithe structure of sensation,
Prisoned and impassioned by my clay.

% _
It follows from this, ¥in Faith Unfaithful, that dying is the summation

of God's will; being '"carnal", God's creatues can only die to fulfil His
commands:

Carnal, I can claim

Only his known name..

Dying can but be

One with him in me.

The abrupt lines and short four-line stanzas give this poem a certain
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gnomic simplicity; the sense of tatal statement supports the idea that
before death'God is "ungranted", known only by name.
The blind, dumb faith expressed in Faith Unfaithful is not

shaken by the voice of the devil in The Contention,which suggests

"No spirit - none -
'Within your deathward being dwells;
'The will of darkness must be done.

the "will of darkness" is averted by faith and the voice of God speaks
clearly; this voice is not revelatory and is known paradoxically through

Faith of which the poem is a massive assertion:

I knew, unknowing; I heard, unhearing,
A voice beyond my bodily boding,
The faithful found me without fearing..'

Praise of Faith and "the pirit" implies denigration of 'the
flesh" and the poem The Alliance pursues this idea. To resolve the

intellectual difficulty and to avoid the sin of spiritual pride, Sassoon

writes the poem as an ironical debate between the "spirit" and Montaigne.
The "spirit" boasts of its mission in life and upbraids the body for
being "the abode of appetites." Montaigne's voice ironically rebukes the

"goul" for its presumption:

'0f body and soul there can be no division;
'Soul should embrace it, cherish and control.

'"Our two great kalves must share a single vision.

The problematic search for "selfhood's essence" proves to have
been resolved in an unexpected manner; a new contentment seems to inhabif
Sassoon which is reflected in the lightened tone of many of the poems.

In Bhe Visitant this is imaged in terms of a stranger occupying the poetk

chair, writing new verses, a stranger with new insights to be expressed

in verse with a new purposeful clarity:



Someone else invades me for an hour or two
Clocked occluded self wrote never lines like his.
Me he has no need of. And I know not who

Or from what irrational inwardness he is.

Many of the poems in The Tasking possess a new quality of directness and

certainty, as if a new, less tentative voice was speaking. The Question

begins with the bold question: "Who am I then?" Other poems are bold in
their assertions. An Epitome instructs the man who is "just thinking"
brusquely: "Accept your soul/ Be evermore alone." Si@ Sedebat is a pkece

of mental self-upbraidings:

Little enough you've learnt
Vhile being within you burnt...

The precision of the language in many of the poems, the confidant tone
and stern apostrophes jndicate conviction; Sassoon's search for some
insight into his existence and spiritual structure has led to these more
dogmatic assertions of conyentional Christian doctrine. In the Trial

Sassoon admits that he was

Zealous to walk the way of Henry Vaughan
Who glimpsed divinity in speechless things...

and he wonders how his "faithful pilgrimiage" has survived in " an un-
believing age." He finds that science has obscured "the way of Henry
¥aughan." The heavens seenm less mystical because science has disclosed
various facts about the stars. Sassoon finds it difficult to believe
that the God he describes as bengficent, " justifies fang, swamp and claw"

He concludes that faith must "endure its trial" even though

Nature and knowledge daunt with dire denial

The inwaI‘d. Wi‘tneSS,'. oe
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In other poems the new confidant voice seems to be the product
of spiritual compromise just as the assertion of "faith" is the result
of intellectual compromise. In Renewals the 'fitful mind" is stilled, so
that the "unquesting heart" may enlarge itself through love. In 'fhe
Humbled Heart, that organ recognises its own limitations and that its

function is 1o house the soul which may or may not provide revelation:

Bring what news you can
Stranger, loved of body's bumbled heart.
Say one whispered word to mortal man

From that peace whereof he claims you part.

Sid Sedebat shows how little one can expect of possible revelations, .

the need for which has been constantly expressed in Sassoon's poems.
Now, while castigating himself for his deficiency in knowleége gained
from life, he realises that his ndivination is dumb.' However, the
concluding poem of The Tasking describes in twelve alternately rhymed
lines, Sassoon's final acceptance of "grace" which is peace, the revward
of faith. Typically he uses the musical image of "a chord" which vibrate
through him "Toward harmony unheard." The poem suggests the final

resolution of his spiritual search for abiding "peace of heart':

But in me yet abode
The given grace though gone;
T?he love, the lifted load,

The answered orisd@n.

Sassoon was received into the Roman Catholic church dén 1957
and inra sense, this concluded his search for "self-hood's essence.”

In 1958 he published two moTe poems under the titles Lenten Illumin-

and Sight Sufficient. Lenten Illuminations compares Sassoon's old

nunconvert self" with his present state of grace. It is written inya

rambling inconsequential way resembling the conversational manner of

the earlier Satirical Poems and indulges Sassoon's taste for coined

words to the full. The interior of a church provides him with the
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symbolic setting for his new found "child-minded calm." Sight Sufficient

describes his quiet faith which needs no apocalyptic spectacle to sustair
ite’

A small pamphlet of recent devotional poems was published to
mark Sassoon's eightieth birthday in 1966, the year of his deatthut
these add little to the body of his work. The Path to Peace, printed in

1960, is a selection of poetry ranging from as early as 1909 and
including four hitherto unpublished poems. In the proposal issued by

the Stanbrook Abbey Presss to advertise The Path to Peace, the writer

comments:
. sAlthough observing no chronological order, a

designed sequence traces his spiritual pilgrimage
from the somewhat dreamy pantheism of youth through
long years of lonely seeking to "life breathed afresh”
in acceptance of the gift of faith.

His conversion brought Sassoon's metaphysical speculations to an endw

and concluded what would have been the life of a minor devotional poet

had the First World War not intervened.

Footnote to Chapter Seven

1) Meredith (Constable, London, 1948)
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Chapterﬁﬁgﬁmg
CONCLUSION

Siegfried Sassoon was born into a world that was destroyed by
the Pirst World War and, in a sense, the pattern of his work reflects
social change. Until the war he lived in an idyllic, remote, rural
county where the gentlemanly occupations of cricket and hunting seemed
to be the most important activities. Even his stay at Cambridge did not
broaden Sassoon's outlook}for students were drawn from broadly his own

class. In his thinly disguised autobiography, Memoirs of a Fox-hunting

Man, Sassoon injects the charming pastoral countryside and rather ideal-
ised account of 1life in rural Kent with a sense of loss, a consciousness
that this Edwardian era could never return. His early poetry, stifled by
the conventions of 'poetic! diction and romantic notions of truth and
beauty harmonising in the forms of nature, would never have achieved

recognition; his more ambitious works - The Old Huntsman and The Daffodil

Murderer give 6nly the smallest, retrospective glimpse of the direction
that his poetic talents were to take.

The rather startling difference between Sassoon's early nature
poetry and his war poetry has been explained. Joseph Cohen (1) observes
three separate roles in Siegfried Sassoon - prophet, satirist and-hEE;%:
and explains these in terms of Sassoon's ancestry, rather than the
environmental pressures placed on him during his life. This explanation
is the natural descendant of the myth-making appraisal of Sassoon's
character given by Robert Nichols. (2) Joining the army in "the splrlt
of 1914", the naturally conservative Sassoon felt that he was helping to
preserve the English way of life. The exigencies of war were traumatic
to a young man who had led the sheltered existence 'S2 the privileged
Edwardian familg. The myths that sustained that class were exploded by

the naked struggle exposed by the First World War. Men stripped of
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dignity and grace had still to suffer the antagonisms of class. Pushed
to the extremes of their power and endurance, they achieved a sort of
blind heroism which drove Sassoon, through his own natural sensitivity
and compassion to take their part. As his knowledge of politics and his
own experience of fighting increased, Sassoon changed his style and
purpose. Whereas at the age of twenty-seven he had doubted whether it
was justifiable to dedicates'onés life and energies to thé writing of
poetry, now he found new impetus and direction. As this process was
slow, the progress of Sassoon's poetic development reflects his changing
attitude. Gradually HJis conventionally heroic poems, written innthe .
manner of Rupert Brooke, are replaced by descriptive pieces which lead
on to his ®most ,ﬁ:& means of expression® ‘@, the short satirical
poem. Not since Byron,had a poet written more fiercely satirical poetry;
yet Sassoon's preoccupgtion with the actual horrors of fighting are
more immediate than Byron's. '

’ " The impact of war on Sassoon's sensitive mind drove him not
only to frenzied poetic activity, with its corollary of stripping his
verses of unnecessary poetic language and writing blunt, rough-made
poems, but also to attempt to aff@ct public opinion with A Soldier's
Declaration. Sassoon was at no time a pacifist; he did not oppose the
contimiation of the war in 1917 on grounds of conscience, but because
he believed that it was being unnecessarily prolonged for reasons of
Empire and that, if a negotiated settlement were possible, it should be
undertaken to release the soldiers from their suffering. Unable to
sustain his protest in hospital, Sassoon returned to active service.

The effect of Sassoon's war poems is undeniable. Collected
together in 1919 in the "tract against war"(8) these poems have some
elements of poetry and some of propaganda and have been atiacked on
these grounds. Yet there is no well-established reason why the two are
incompatible and uhdue emphasis haé been placed on the propaganda
element. ‘‘hese poems were a reaction against modern warfare which had
never before been experienced. The sense of motive and roughness in
them is appropriate to their content; here poetry is linked with purpose

inﬁa strictly modern way even though Sassoon employs traditional
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metre and rhyme. It is the content of the war—poems, the attitude to the
war and to the business of writing poetry that makes them, in the words
of Charles Causley, "gutsy and modern." It is evident from Sassoon's
early poems, which he wrote consistently from childhood until he was
nearly thirty that, had the war not intervened, he would never have
achieved more than the most minne Georgian poet.

Sassoon did in fact realise the shortcomings of the Georgian
movement. Although he had been pleased to see some of the more lyrical
poems of The 0ld Huntsman jncluded in the 1915/16 edition of Georgian

Poetry, he declined the invitation to contribute to later volumes.

Certainly in the early twenties his reputation as a war poet was assured
and he was at this time possibly one of the most widely-read young poets.
yet the end of the war divorced Sassoon from his inspiration and as a
satirist (which he saw as his most fitting role immediately after the

war) he was doomed. His Satirical Poems remain, emasculated by a

diffident, self-effacing approadh. At this time, too, his political
idealism began to falter. Though sympathetic to the Social Revolution,
his views were not informed by the strict Marxist analysis of Auden and
Spender and he turned for consolationnto the solitary contemplation of
his own mind, in a Treligious sense.

It is difficult to evaluate the religious poems. They
evidently spring from and fail to satisfy a deep spiritual need, yet
a need which is not sufficiently universal for the poems to have a wide
appeal. In devoting the remainder of his career 1o spiritual self-
analysis Sassoon finally rejected the mainsiream of modern poetry and,
from his Wiltshire bachwater, wrote personal poems and published
reluctantly. ' '
Sassoon's reputation rests on what Graves called "the extra-
ordinary five years of Siegfried Sassoon's efflorescence (1917-21) " (4)
Poetically, Sassoon really only flowered in the two years 1917 and 1918,
‘The poemé written at this time, criticism of which is inevitably linked
with contemporary events, spring from a psyche disordered by extern_al
pressures. The main themes of the bulk of Sassoon's work extend from
his juvenilia to the poems written in old age. It is plain that the

impact of war alone temporarily turned Sassoon from a Georgian



versifier into a modern poet of stature. After the war Sassoon devoted
his talents to mild devotional poetry, partly as therapy but mostly

because this alone suited his temperament.

Footnotes to Chapter Eight

1) The Three Roles of Siegfried Sassoon.

2) see p. 95.

3) Geaffrey Keynes A Bibliography of Siegfried Sassoon (Hart-Davisy
London, 1962) p.53.

4) Clark Lectureset—Sembeidge (1954-5) (HM"’IBLLQE&'AM&M, M‘SG)
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