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ABSTRACT
Department of English Translation
and Interpreting, Kutahya British trench poets who had first-hand experiences in World War | (1914-1918) produced sig-
Dumlupinar University, Kiitahya, nificant poetic works in terms of depicting the realities of battlefields throughout the clashes.
Turkey Unlike the promises of heroism, valor, and adventure in the discourses of patriotism and manli-

ness, the actual conditions of the Great War became the source of disillusionment with humanity,
its potential for advancement, and the meaning of life. Therefore, this article aims to analyze the
common notions in most of these soldier-poets’ works and explicate these trench poets’ chal-
lenges to the pro-war discourses by means of their shared sense of disillusionment and the man-
ner of silence in the face of the atrocities of the battle conditions.
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Birinci Diinya Savasi’nda (1914-1918) birinci elden deneyimler yasayan ingiliz siper sairleri, car-
pismalar boyunca savas alanlarinin gerceklerini tasvir etmesi acisindan 6nemli manzum eserler
ortaya koymuslardir. Blyiik Savas’in gercek kosullari, vatanseverlik ve erkeklik soylemlerindeki
kahramanlik, yigitlik ve macera vaatlerinin kaynagi olmaktan ziyade insanlik, insanligin ilerleme
potansiyeli ve yasamin anlami ile ilgili hayal kiriklikliklarinin kaynagi olmustur. Bu nedenle, bu
makale, bu asker-sairlerin cogu eserlerindeki ortak kavramlari incelemeyi ve bu siper sairlerinin

savas kosullarinin vahseti karsisinda biiriindiikleri ortak hayal kiriklig1 duygusu ve sessizlik tutum-
lan yoluyla savas yanlis1 soylemlere meydan okumalarini incelemeyi amaclamaktadir.

Anahtar sozciikler: ingiliz siper siiri, Birinci Diinya Savasi, hayal kinklig, sessizlik

| am the enemy you killed, my friend.

Introduction

| knew you in this dark: for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
| parried; but my hands were loath and cold.

Let us sleep now ...
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—(Owen, “Strange Meeting” 40-44)’
In the epigraphic lines of the poem “Strange Meeting” (1919) by Wilfred Edward Salter Owen (1893-

Sciences, 27(3), 264-269. 1918), the dead soldier meets the enemy soldier/narrator, who killed him, in hell and invites him to the
serenity of the infinite rest by stating “Let us sleep now.” This last line of “Strange Meeting” recapitu-
lates the warring people’s feelings of hopelessness, sorrow, disillusionment, and destruction due to
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World War | (1914-1918) in the first quarter of the twentieth century. As one of the most well-known names among British war poets,
Owen reveals the bitter side of the Great War, with its ironic name, in his trench poetry. What Owen shared with other war poets in the
different trenches are seen to be the images of the devastated battlefields, the blood-drenched earth, the indifference of nature to
these sorrows, the rotten dead bodies in the fields, the soldiers’ minds fallen to pieces, and the feelings of loneliness and desolateness.
In the light of these imageries, this paper analyzes the realities of the battlefields of World War I, based on these shared elements shap-
ing the hell-like atmosphere in the poetries of Charles Hamilton Sorley (1895-1915), Siegfried Loraine Sassoon (1886-1967), Wilfred
Edward Salter Owen, and Isaac Rosenberg (1890-1918). In doing so, it concentrates on the senses of disillusionment and silent outcries
felt by British trench poets who realistically reflected the true face of the war from their first-hand experience.

World War | instigated a network of more complex relations for future and more devastating clashes in its aftermathy although slo-
ganized as “the war to end all wars” as in the title of The War That Will End War (1914) by H. G. Wells (1866-1946). At can'be claimed that
its trenches became the materialization of this network in the European theater, as seen in the maps depicting “a series of multiple
parallel excavations” running for thousands of miles with thick wavy black lines (Fussell, 2013, p. 39). On the Western Front, toillustrate
its extent, the French had approximately 6250 miles of trenches, and the English had around 6000 miles alone; the full measure of
the trenches belonging to both the Allied and Central Powers arrived at a figure of about 25,000 miles.whigh is “sufficient to circle the
earth” (Fussell, 2013, pp. 39-40). That is the primary reason British trench poems connect in theipShared themes of silence and disil-
lusionment during their services in those pits. These long lines became homes to millions of young soldiers whoyhad to'fight for their
countries and lives in mud, sickness, darkness, illnesses, and death. “The trench,” theffost potent metaphor of interconnectivity, “with
its accompanying images of filth, shellfire, barbed wire, and so forth,” James Campbell'states, “is of course the daminant icon of the First
World War. The trench lyric portrays these distressing conditions in an unromantic lightgthus differentiating it from the more abstract
and patriotic lyrics of the early war” (1999, p. 204). Hence, these gloomy places became the determining element for the creation of war
poems written at the expense of the poets’ lives and related to the ugly side,of théwar.

Disillusionment with the War Discourse

British trench poets, whose majority were unable to witness the end of the Great'War. due to their deaths, unconventionally illustrated
their experiences in their vividly morbid works. Their poetries mostly aftract scholars’ and efdinary people’s attention not because of
their literary values but due to the realistic elements used in them 4lllustrating the war from different perspectives, these poems dis-
cuss the withering values, ethics and emotions, the insignificancé and elusiveness of human lives, and the intensity of violence and
pain in which the world was as well as the problematization of the notions of patrietism, valor, and heroism. Calling attention to the
devastating effects of the war on individuals, Simon Featherstone articulates that'most of Owen’s poems, for instance, are regarded as
“an expression of humanitarian protest” (2013, p. 59). Dyingrijust 1 week beferethe end of the war at the age of 25, Owen takes place at
the head of the war poets who focus on the heart-wrenching humanitarian‘plight experienced in the trenches and battle zones rather
than the political dimension of the war in his works/{FeatherStone, 2013, p. 53). His poem “Strange Meeting,” quoted in the epigraph,
begins with the words of a soldier who finds himself 0" “some profound dull tunnel” (2). He realizes that this narrow and dark tunnel has
traces of the “titanic wars” (3), just like the tfenches in which he was on the previous days. Only after catching the desperate and sor-
rowful eyes of groaning people does he come to understand thatsthis tunnel in which he stands is actually hell. These lines deliberately
challenge the religious and institutional‘discourses that promise an idyllic heaven to the soldiers who would be martyred after either
volunteering or being forced to enlist in the'army to obtain this otherworldly reward in exchange for their lives. In the first lines of this
poem, the discourse of rewards,todmartyrs is put into question since the war is seen to be a matter of destruction, an issue of ceasing
to exist, and a dissolution of all humane values and merals. “Foreheads of men have bled,” states Owen, “where no wounds were” (39);
that is, what was severely arid profoundly wounded'is not merely the bodies of soldiers at the fronts but also the souls and minds of
both the surviving soldiers and the Givilians. What strikes most in this place is that, despite being called hellish, the previously inimical
soldiers could be equalsiand even friends thefe; their nationalities are no longer significant. As Jon Silkin aptly clarifies, the other world
ruled by death is preSented as the only space where these soldiers and civilians could live in peace without any religious, class, race, or
nationality discrimination(1998, p. 238).

In realistieyrepresentations of the/violence unleashed during World War |, British war poets widely use the metaphor of hell. By means
of their first-hand experiencesgthey opposed the idealized concept of war and argued in their poems that war did not mean a heroic
sacrifice but mere blood-shedding. The soldiers died in pain and anguish at the fronts, and the civilians survived on the edge of non-
existence/ The ones who survived and returned home were not the same any longer due to physical and psychological traumas, their
valiant efforts were hotirewarded as promised before, and the people who had encouraged or forced them to enlist in the army either
pitied or were indifferent to them. All these contradictory experiences and memories of pre-war and post-war conditions constituted
the overwhelming disillusionment felt by the soldiers. As the dead enemy soldier in “Strange Meeting” grieves, “Courage was mine, and
I had mystery; / Wisdom was mine, and | had mastery” (30-31), these valued qualities as courage and wisdom got wasted in the “pity of
war” (25). Therefore, the sense of the worthlessness of young boys breeds the sense of disillusionment lived through by these boys in
the trenches.

This sense of worthlessness is a natural concomitant of the day-by-day lost hope during the combats. Isaac Rosenberg’s “Break of Day
in Trenches” (1916) mentions the false metaphor of a new day bringing hope to humanity as it does not bring any hope to soldiers in
trenches. Though hopelessness is equated with darkness and the imagery of hell in Owen’s “Strange Meeting,” daylight does not neces-
sarily carry different and “bright” meanings for combatants. In the poem, a soldier picks up a poppy near his trench and sticks it behind
his ear. Poppies identified with war and dead soldiers contain similar negative connotations just like daylight; they herald the approach-
ing death due to the upcoming clashes during the day. Just then, he sees a “queer sardonic rat” (4) walking between two trenches, in
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no man’s land. A simple and insignificant rat is observed to wander in an area where no soldier can stand without being shot. As Jon
Stallworthy explains, the pastoral tradition is reconsidered and reshaped in an anti-anthropocentric discourse in this poem: the human
and the nonhuman swap roles, the soldier hides whereas the rat loosely moves, and the poppy is no longer a simple flower (2002, p. 166).
The flower becomes the symbol of a falling and bleeding soldier.

The poem’s speaker thinks that the rat inwardly laughs at the men’s situation as it has an opportunity to live longer than those suppos-
edly strong soldiers in the “torn fields of France” (18). John Peters examines this situation according to the hierarchical great chain of
beings: the rat at the bottom of this hierarchy is at the position of being envied by the human at the top of the chain because the lowest
has the ability to move at its will, but the highest is devoid of this rational and intentional act to move beyond the doomed pit (2009a,
p. 61). Both the poppy and the soldier live for that moment; nevertheless, what entails one second later is vague. That is why human life
is short, just like this delicate flower:

Poppies whose roots are in men’s veins
Drop, and are ever dropping;
But mine in my ear is safe -

Just a little white with the dust. (23-26)

Under such circumstances of disillusionment with the meaning of life, human’s r als can also be found

in Owen’s another poem, “Anthem for Doomed Youth” (1917). In Owen’s “Anthem,’ e ruthlessness of “the
monstrous anger of the guns” (1-2) resemble cattle in slaughterhouses. The disillusi umanity is fed by the
inhumane war conditions, which not only deprive these humans of their ontological values r culturally significant ritu-

als at their demises. They are all destitute for their religious ceremonies a ns sung after them, there are cries
of weapons and bullets.

over those bodies in order to check the barbed wires in the area:
The wheels lurched over sprawled dead
But pained them not, though their bones crunched
Their shut mouths made no moan.

They lie there huddled, friend and foeman,

Man born of man, and born of woma
And shells go crying over them
From night till night and

The once-shaped bodies are k
to work and fight on the dead. Ea irst depicted as hungry to capture the living because it needs that decaying process of the dead
in order to create new lifeforms: dy begun its cycles in its glory of total indifference. However, the earth is also seen

¢ from crashed bones under wheels are the only sounds other than crying bullets or shells; the image
not evoke any humane sentiment in soldiers because these men have seen so many dead bodies

2d?” (20, 24-26). According to Peters, Rosenberg not only criticizes human beings’ responsibility for
also interrogates God’s liability for “such tragedies to occur” (2009b, p. 115). The images of benevolent nature, which
kdrop to humanity and of a divinity whose sole role is to save humankmd are absent in war poems since

Silence of the Living Dead

The theme of being buried/lapsing into silence in Rosenberg’s “Dead Man’s Dump” can be observed in other war poems of the same
period. Evaluating the psychological states of a limited number of soldiers who survived the war, Santanu Das regards these soldiers’
“silence” as the high point of their bitter experiences (2007, pp. 73-74). Death, as both a physical trauma and a psychological one, has
been the ultimate outcome of wars. Siegfried Loraine Sassoon, one of the survivors despite his wounds, conspicuously presents this
situation in “Everyone Sang” (1919), in which people celebrate the end of the war by chanting songs. In the poem, everyone begins to
sing enthusiastically; then, the poet is filled with joy after hearing that song and feels as happy as free avians flying in the sky. However,
the concomitant feeling of silent sorrow is soon felt by the veteran poet:
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Everyone’s voice was suddenly lifted;

And beauty came like the setting sun:

My heart was shaken with tears; and horror

Drifted away ... O, but Everyone

Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the singing will never be done. (6-10)

During the celebration of merry people, the poet instantly retreats into silence. Despite his desire, he cannot join this happy occasion
since all the fear and tears are engraved in his mind. From then on, life for him resembles a quiet song without w

As seen in “Dead Man’s Dump” and “Everyone Sang,” the sense of being deserted is accompanied by loneliness a
survivors. Sassoon’s “The Redeemer” (1915) is another example of the combination of the senses of fear and
The poem realistically portrays a cold winter night in a trench. Soldiers are mired in swampy mud in the dark
trenches, and they hardly move when bullets fly over their heads. Just like in Owen’s “Strange Meeting,” this pla
hell. It opens with a stunning contrast of the trench folk and the residents at home:

When peaceful folk in beds lay snug asleep;
There, with much work to do before the light,
We lugged our clay-sucked boots as best we might
Along the trench; sometimes a bullet sang,
And droning shells burst with a hollow bang][.] (3-7)

People in safe places can peacefully spend their nights as they like whereas
in the mire under challenging circumstances. An instant of light comi
silhouette and mistakes that for Jesus Christ:

iers in trenches are doomed to struggle to survive
upts the soldier’s thoughts; he sees a

... His eyes on mine
Stared from the woeful head that seemed a mask
Of mortal pain in Hell’s unholy shine.
No thorny crown, only a woollen cap

He wore - an English soldier, white and str

memories of trenches.

The contrasting opening in “ other source of disillusionment and silent outcries prevalent in most of the trench

nts and the ones who were safe in their warm and comfortable houses and fabricated

sacrifice to the ski any first-hand experience. “The combatants’ resentment is,” Campbell highlights, “the primary, privileged
experie

Fdirt and danger” (5-6) at their homes in his another poem “Glory of Women” (1918). In another verse, “The
ecalls a soldier who tries to run away from trenches and gets killed in the meantime. However, the mother who
ath is portrayed as “so proud” (6) with the assumption of his heroic death for the sake of his country. Ironically,
who brought that sad news to the mother cannot tell the truth. A cynical and irritated tone is prevalent in all three poems.
ights the insignificance and meaninglessness of discourses like patriotism and heroism in front of the realities of the war.

In addition te'the psychological traumas, physical wounds taken in the war are equally painful for survivors. Written at Craiglockhart War
Hospital in Edinburgh in 1917, where Owen stayed for months while recovering from shell shock incurred on the battlefields (Kearns,
2009a, p. 127), “Disabled” is about the thoughts of a young man who lost his arms and legs during the battle. The poem summarizes the
young disabled man’s yearning for his past abilities to enjoy his life to the full, his success in football matches, and popularity among
and charming charisma for women. However, “Now he will never feel again how slim / Girls’ waists are, or how warm their subtle hands”
because “All of them touch him like some queer disease” (11-13). His disappointment in his current situation rises with the gazes of
other people who welcome him home as well because he is no longer the epitome of masculinity in his country, which was once so
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proud of its men. The poem reveals that “Only a solemn man who brought him fruits / Thanked him; and then inquired about his soul”
(38-39; italics in the original). These lines can be regarded as a reproach to the attitudes of the ones who remained on the home front
and treated the survivors in ungrateful manners in the aftermath of the war. There is an institutional criticism in Owen’s lines: “He asked
to join [the army]. He didn’t have to beg; / Smiling they wrote his lie: aged nineteen years” (28-29). The poet implicitly questions the
validity of the recruiting system of the military before and during the war since a teenager could lie about his age and join the armed
forces just for the sake of adventure and in order to prove his manliness (Kearns, 2009a, p. 127). This is the deep silence where both the
dead and the living reside.

In their poetic depictions of the Great War, the trench poets’ voices become the outcries of this silence felt during and after the clashes.
“When You See Millions of the Mouthless Dead” (1915) by Charles Hamilton Sorley is also established on the same theme. Killed at the
age of 20 at the Battle of Loos in France, Sorley is accepted as a forerunner of Sassoon and Owen because the br the war in his
poems is reflected without any sentimental effect (Saksena, 2009, p. 449). In the poem, Sorley demands no ise for the
dead since the deceased ones are blind and deaf to all. Eulogies after the so-called martyrs and the idea of ifi e mean-
ingless in the face of death, especially if someone has turned into a shapeless, burnt, and rotten corpse that
by his relatives:

Say only this, “They are dead.” Then add thereto,
“Yet many a better one has died before.”

Then, scanning all the o’ercrowded mass, should you
Perceive one face that you loved heretofore,

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

Great death has made all his for evermore. (9-14)

What was promised prior to the war turned out to be false hopes for you
hopes relied primarily on the technological advancements of liberal
effects of industrialization were vividly and sardonically seen duri
of millions of people, be they at the fronts or homes. Das clarifies

is related to the sense of disillusionment s with death, facing terror in a flash, and the contribution of technol-
ogy to this havoc. Gas attacks were these technological precursors of death. As David Roberts explicates, the first drastic
use of poisonous gases was a oops in Langemarck on April 22, 1915, by Germans, and they were widely used by
the German (68,000 tons), th d the British (26,000 tons). Gruesomely, these gases caused painful, agonizing
deaths of the ones exposed to pp- 258-259). Owen’s poem depicts the horror caused by gas attacks, expresses
the meaninglessness of fa s the unheard disappointments.

es a mixture of feelings of disgust and pity in him:

yes writhing in his face,

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues[.] (19-24)

In this battlefield, where people could only die in graphic ways, while Owen quotes the Roman poet Horace (65-8 BCE), “Dulce et
Decorum est / Pro patria mori” (27-28), meaning that “It is sweet and right / to die for your country.” The poet shouts the dishonesty of
these words by declaring it as an “old lie” (27).
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Conclusion

In conclusion, these war poems full of disillusionment and silent outcries express the onto-epistemological distresses as well as physi-
cal and psychological states of young men who thought to have lost their rights to live the amenities of life in the face of the terror
they experienced in World War I. It is seen that all the values related to life and humanity were questioned time after time. These men
spatially, mentally, and metaphorically lived in a liminal state where life and death actually did not have borders any longer. As summa-
rized in Owen’s other poem, “Apologia Pro Poemate Meo” (1917), the soldier-poets’ reasons for writing poems lie in the question of what
is wrong and right in and about war. Most of these feelings have a resemblance to “the mud that cracked on [soldiers’] cheeks when
wretches [soldiers] smiled” (2). Since “death becomes absurd and life absurder” in trenches (6), killing somebody ceases to become a
source of sadness and regret. The common point of the war is witnessed in its effect of unifying all the soldiers, regar: their ethnic,
national, and religious backgrounds, in their shared silence in and disillusionment with life.
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