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EN 302: Twentieth Century Poetry 

Unit 61 

 

Strange Meeting: A Brief Introduction 

War and Poetry  

War poetry has a long history, perhaps as long as war itself.  The earliest poems dealing with war 

have mostly been the fruit of a heroic ethos in which bravery in the battlefield had been widely 

celebrated. The best possible example of such poetry is of course Homer’s The Iliad, which dates 

back to c. 800 b.c.e. (English translation, 1616). This epic traces the course of the Trojan War 

involving a ten year siege of the city of Troy (Ilium) by a confederation of a number of Greek 

states.  However, there are many more examples of such poetry of heroic vein from other, at 

times older, civilizations from various parts of the world. If one mentions Beowulf  and  Battle of 

Maldon, mention can also be made of epics form Indian civilization. Poets wrote about the 

legendary warriors of past battles and the poetry focused primarily on the glorious nature of 

battle, on the importance of sacrificing one’s life for the country or the community and often 

gestured towards the brutal consequences of wars.  Even The Iliad ends with Andromache 

watching from the walls of Troy, as her husband’s wrecked body tied to his killer’s chariot is 

being pulled away. Her mourning is responded with by the wailings of other women. Such 

societies of antiquity, according to John Stallworthy,   “recognized the cost of warfare, but the 

code to which they subscribed counted it a necessary price for the pursuit of ‘praise’, honour, 

renown. This was to be acquired by generosity in peace, mighty deeds in war, loyalty to the 

living and loyalty to the dead”   (The New Oxford Book of War Poetry, P. xxii).  But, the heroic 

ideal lost its sheen with the passage of centuries as life became more complicated and war more 

ruthless. Middle ages still had its chivalry and valorous code of behaviour to be maintained even 

at the time of war but there was a paradigm shift during the seventeenth century and war became 

an organised means of slaughtering people. The technological advancement contributed much to 

the erosion of the heroic ideal in warfare. The discovery and use of gunpowder was a watershed 

moment in this transformation. Still a poet like Tennyson could write his famous 1854 poem 

“The Charge of the Light Brigade” in response to the tragic charge of British cavalry toward 
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Russian artillery during the Crimean War. He presented a reckless act as an instance of heroic 

sacrifice for the motherland and people wanted to believe it. But, things changed completely 

during the First World War. There came a group of poets who had no desire to cater to the taste 

of the people or to echo the words and sentiments of statesmen and politicians.   

Poetry of World War I  

The World War I was a unique phenomenon in human history and almost every young men of 

Europe, if fit and healthy, had to don the uniform and battle gear and take part in the great battle  

for their countries. England witnessed the emergence of the soldier-poets who had to be in 

trenches and unlike Tennyson, witness the blood and gore of a proper war. It is true, especially in 

the early phase of the war, that young men often approached war as a kind of romantic 

expedition, necessary and glorious. The war poets of these years, as explained so aptly by E. B. 

Osborn, return time and again to the awfully anachronistic notion of war as a game: “The 

Germans, and even our allies, cannot understand why this stout old nation persists in thinking of 

war as a sport; they do not know that sportsmanship is our new homely name, derived from a 

racial predilection for comparing great things with small, for the chevalerie of the Middle Ages” 

(The Muse in Arms, P. viii-ix, 1917). Rupert Brooke became a household name and no less 

popular were Herbert Asquith, Charles Hamilton Sorley and early poems of Siegfried Sassoon. 

Their poems, touching human documents and patriotic to the core, were evidences of the 

mesmerizing grip of a very old cultural tradition that read the present deaths in the light of a code 

of heroism that is long dead. The happiness oozing out of a letter written by Brooke to Asquith’s 

sister, Violet cannot but fill our heart with great pity for this generation of young poets: “I’ve 

never been quite so happy in my life, I think. Not quite so pervasively happy; like a stream 

flowing entirely to one end. I suddenly realize that the ambition of my life has been -- since I was 

two -- to go on a military expedition against Constantinople” (The Letters of Rupert Brooke, pp. 

662-663, 1968).  But, by the end of 1915, the glory and the glamour made way for bitterness and 

desperation.  The charge was led by Sassoon when in 1917 he publicly questioned the 

continuance of the war and criticized the State, Armed Forces and the Church as all these three 

pillars acting together pushed the young men into the jaws of death. Other poets followed: 

Wilfred Owen, Isaac Rosenberg, Ivor Gurney and Edward Thomas, to name only a few. None 

other than Sassoon and Gurney survived the war. Their poetry “serves as a gut-wrenching 
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reminder of what war truly is for those who are combatants. During World War I, soldiers were 

subjected to trench warfare and mustard gas. For them, the experience was not an abstract 

concept, or a political exercise for the greater good. It was a terrifying every day event that the 

soldier-poet found a way to transform into poetry” (Critical Survey of Poetry: War Poets, p. 2, 

2012). Their aim was to bring into light, in the immortal words of Owen himself: “The old Lie: 

Dulce et decorum est/ Pro patria mori”.  

Wilfred Owen  

Whatever philosophic and aesthetic antipathy might have prompted W.B. Yeats’ exclusion of 

Wilfred Owen from his The Oxford Book of Modern Verse (1936), the omission is still regarded 

as a major mistake by the author of “An Irish Airman Foresees his Death”. Yeats defended his 

decision in a famous venomous blast, writing to Dorothy Wellesley that Owen was “unworthy of 

the poet’s corner of a country newspaper. He is all blood, dirt, and sucked sugar stick . . . 

(hecallspoets, ‘bards,’ a girl a ‘maid,’and talks about ‘Titanic wars’). There is every excuse for 

him, but none for those who like him” (Quoted in Critical Survey of Poetry: War Poets, p. 138, 

2012). But, Wilfred Owen is now considered one of the finest poets of all times. Several 

twentieth century poets, including W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender, have expressed their 

admiration for Owen’s work in no uncertain terms and have used or worked upon his poetic 

techniques.  

 Born in 1893 in Oswestry, Shropshire Wilfred Owen was the eldest son of Susan Shaw 

Owen and Thomas Owen, a railroad station master. After his schooling at Birkenhead and 

Shrewsbury and two unsuccessful attempts to get a scholarship for the entrance in London 

University, he became an assistant of the Vicar of Dunsden in Oxfordshire. Later, in 1913 he 

went to France and taught in a school. After the outbreak of the war, Owen enlisted in the 

Artist’s Rifles. He was later commissioned as a lieutenant in the Manchester Regiment, and in 

late 1916, when the war was at its peak, was posted to the Western Front. That is where he 

witnessed the horror of the war as he participated in the Battle of the Somme. Owen in a letter to 

his mother referred to those fifty hours when his platoon was at Somme as the agony of his 

happy life. After spending several months in the front and going through devastating shell-shock, 

Owen was declared unfit and was taken out of active action in May, 2017. While he was at 

Craiglock-hart War Hospital in Edinburgh, he met Siegfried Sassoon, an already established poet 
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and a fiery critic of the modern business of warfare. The meeting and the friendship proved 

crucial as it shaped the future poetic course of Owen. Owen returned to the battle front in early 

September 1918. Immediately before this he was awarded the Military Cross for gallantry. He 

was shot and killed at the Sambre Canal in northeast France in the morning of November 4, 1918 

-- just a week before the Armistice. He is buried at Ors, France. 

 The poems on which lies the fame of Wilfred Owen were all written in the last fifteen 

months of his life. Having had only five poems published during his lifetime, Owen’s reputation 

as a poet was established posthumously in 1920, with the publication of Poems, a volume edited 

by Sassoon. Another anthology edited by Edmund Blunden caught the attention of W. H. Auden 

and other poets and scholars who were all praise for Owen’s handling of his theme of the “pity of 

war”, his artistry and technical innovations. .      

  Owen’s poems reveal an immense urgency merging seamlessly with a mastery of the art 

of writing poetry. In what became the Preface to his first published volume of poetry, Owen 

wrote: “This book is not about heroes. English Poetry is not yet fit to speak of them. Nor is it 

about deeds, or lands, nor anything about glory, honour, might, majesty, dominion, or power, 

except War. Above all I am not concerned with Poetry. My subject is War, and the pity of War. 

The Poetry is in the pity” (The Complete Poems and Fragments, ii: The Manuscripts and 

Fragments, p. 583, 1983). These words, we might say, sum up the poetic credo of Wilfred Owen. 

Indeed, of all the poetic voices heard about the First World War, the one belonging to Owen 

rings most anguished and most truthful and yet it manages to go far beyond the boundaries of 

propaganda and reach the height of proper work of art.  

 

Strange Meeting   

“Strange Meeting”, probably the most popular of Owens’s poems, relates a fearsome reverie, an 

encounter between two soldiers in hell. The meeting can also be interpreted as a conversation 

between the two selves of the poet, an instance of dedoublement.  Their confrontation, unified by 

dramatic dialogue, is prompted by the horrors of war, but it also provides Owen an opportunity 

to impart a prophetic warning for the war-living generations of the danger of the never-ending 

cycle of wars. It is told from the point of view of a narrator who tries to escape the death and 
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thumping guns by going down into the trenches. The depiction of the descent down “some 

profound dull  tunnel,” and arriving at a ruined place where “encumbered sleepers groaned” has 

an almost surreal quality about it. The narrator is surprised when one of the sleepers jumps up. 

His face is ingrained with “a thousand pains,” and he looks up at the narrator with “piteous 

recognition in fixed eyes” while “lifting distressful hands.”  The poem leads to an epiphanic 

moment of recognition, not only between these two figures but also between their mutual 

circumstances as they face each other standing in “hell”. Even while they realize that they are 

dead, the speaker suggests that there “is no cause to mourn.” It reiterates in so few words, the 

terrible reality above ground, alive, in war.  The stranger does not disagree and yet lets the 

speaker know that there has been loss: “save the undone years/the hopelessness”. He too had 

been a poet who searched for “the wildest beauty in the world”. And with the death of the poet 

there is a loss of a more permanent and devastating nature. The poet could have told the world 

about the truth of war, “the truth untold”. Now that that avenue is closed, the future generations 

would pursue the path of war all the more frantically, with the “swiftness of a tigress”. Had he 

been living, the poet, with the gift of his wisdom and mystery and with his mastery over truth 

could have spread a comforting message “that lie too deep for taint” which would have flowed 

from his “spirit.”  The poem ends with the poet-narrator and the poet-prophet shedding a sad 

light on the universality of the waste of a war: “I am the enemy, you killed my friend”. And yet, 

they choose neither to deal with that enmity nor to discuss the possibility of bringing about 

peace. They simply resign themselves as if overburdened with the immensity of the pity of war: 

““Let us sleep now. . . .”  

 “Strange Meeting”, with its many layers of significations and fusing of the real and the 

dream is considered one of the most haunting and complex of Owen’s poems. While Edmund 

Blunden has called it “the most remote and intimate, tranquil and dynamic, of all Owen’s 

imaginative statements of war experience,” Siegfried Sassoon once described it as Owen’s 

“passport to immortality, and his elegy to the unknown warriors of all nations” (quoted in Poets 

of World War I, p. 22, 2002). The imagery is stark and yet transcends the tangible and the 

temporal to successfully transport the message of the poem to the realm of the universal. Apart 

from the powerful narrative and the compelling imagery, the poem is remarkable for its rhythmic 

structure. His use of half rhyme is considered by many critics as a direct result of Sassoon’s 

influence on him. Owen, instead of changing the initial consonant while retaining the vowel 
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sound, has changed the vowel sound and retained the consonant framework (escaped/scooped, 

groined/groaned).  

Issues/topics/ideas to remember:  

1. Pity of War and Wilfred Owen 

2. Imagery 

3. Technical Innovations 

4. War Poetry 

5. Evocation of Atmosphere 
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And finally 

There is a strange but beautiful connection between Wilfred Owen and Rabindranath Tagore. 

You might explore that as well.  

Here is an online link: https://www.livemint.com/Leisure/rGTDWdCUCGgC4DGx6mg5jI/A-

strange-meeting-of-minds.html 
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