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Englisk literature of the First World War has both a historical
end a literary intereast. This combination of interests and aspects
ig, of course, true for any literary age. But there can surely be
no other previcus period in history in which such encrmous changes
ecccurred in such = limited pericd. The few years from 1914 to 1918
were to mese great upheavals in social, political and artistic life.
Quite spart from the more obvious political changes in Europe, there
were great changes in the individual consciousness and awareness of
reajity.

It ig offen Aifficullt to give & clear answer to 2 direct
questinﬁ on the relative value of literaturs. What ons can say, how=
ever, is that changes in the individual social awareness <¢an usually
be ﬁust clearly seen through the eyes of the pﬁet or the movelist.

If we accept even partielly the concept of the poet or the povelist
as the most sensitive "sounding-board” of his age, then we must give
careful attentién to what he has to say.

These cbanges in awareness in poclety in generel are reflected
by the writers of the First World War, Thers is a chronological gap
of only two or three yesrs between the poetry of Rupert Brooke and
that of Wilfred Owen. But the gap in experience and maturity between
them i vast; 1t ie only neceseary to compare two of their more
famous poems. InPﬁbgmﬁglg;g;:'Ernnke writes with almost maudlin
gelf~romanticism:

If I ghould die, think oculy this of me:

- That there's some corner of a forelgn field
That is forsver England.
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There is @ great difference between this and the grim pity

of Owen's"Anthen for Doomed Youth":
Ehatdpaéﬂing-balla for those who die am cattle?
Cnly the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles' rapid rattle
Can patter out their hasty orisons.

The sincerity of Brocke's petrictism was no doubt very real.
But the shorteomings of him and hie contemporaries, both in imagina-
tion and poetic metheds, were absolute. Charles Sorley, for example,
wrotet '"The voice of our posts and men of letters is finely trained
and sweet to hear ... it pleases, it flaetters, it charms, it scothes :
it 18 & living lie."

Writers like Owen and Sorley did manage to produce, ocut of the
chaos, net just anger and hate, however realistic those emotions may
have been in thedr circumstances, but also something real and
positive:

"Above all I am mot cuncerned-?ith Poetry. My subject is War
and the Pity of War. The Poetry is in the Pity."

The direct results of the War are with us to-day. S&ome are
of general significance. The almost unguestioniog belied in the
essential efficiency end ability of the ruling groups was no longer
valid to an age that had seen slaughter ¢ompounded by their leadsrs!
etubborn inhumanity. The fairly rigid social divisions of Eurcpean
society were to become pore Fluid. To intelligent.people, the
concept of war being in any way noble or heroic or romantic was con-

piderably altered by the muddy, anconymous deaths of the Somme and

Verduh.
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In literature, there were to be significent changes 1t is
possible to date the death of the romantic concept of Poesy feirly
exactly to this time. Poetry, and tco a lesser extent prose, finally
becames a medium for dealing with the realities of life. Literature
as a whole was to be revitalized, to deal more firmly and precisely
with the problems of life as it isy not just as it ought to he, In
this period of war, the importaot fact is surely not that Cwen was
& better poet than Brocke. Given time, perhaps Brooke would have
written in the similar way as Owen. What is impeortant is that,
within such a short time, such complete rsality of vieion should have
become the ounly possible outlook. This reality, and this understanding,
in addition to producing some great art, also made radical changes in

the literature and the social outlook of subsequent generations.
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