The Next War

Out there, we've walked quite friendly up to Death;
       Sat down an eaten with him, cool and bland, -
       Pardoned his spilling mess-tins in our hand.
We've sniffed the green thick odour of his breath, -
Our eyes wept, but our courage didn't writhe.
       He's spat at us with bullets and he's coughed
       Shrapnel. We chorused when he sang aloft;                
We whistled while he shaved us with his scythe.

Oh, Death was never enemy of ours!
       We laughed at him, we leagued with him, old chum.
No soldier's paid to kick against his powers.
       We laughed, knowing that better men would come,
And greater wars; when each proud fighter brags (g)
He wars on Death - for lives; not men - for flags. (g)            

Overview

This poem was written in 1917 when public sentiment at home was beginning to turn against the senseless and seemingly unending tide of slaughter. Once again the structural brevity of the sonnet form helps to focus our attention on the poet’s message. He challenges typical perceptions of death being something to fear and shun. The soldiers he speaks of seem to share a bantering sort of relationship with what normally fills people with disgust and loathing. Instead of trepidation there is shared laughter and a light hearted acceptance of something that has become an ‘old chum’ on the battlefield.  It becomes apparent that in the environment of war, what is considered ‘normal’ in peace time is replaced by bizarre ways of looking at the world. Comparisons are also made between the gruesome wars of now and those envisaged and dreamt of for the future when Death itself becomes the foe rather than poor soldiers for whom he is a constant companion.
Complacency about the nature of war is not dispelled by graphic images of gore or suffering but instead by the ironic use of banter and a tone of friendly companionship. We quickly discern that life is so tenuous that Death which ‘shaved us with his scythe’ has more finite meaning for them than does life. Yet it and other appalling realties such as filth, bombardment and suffering are mentioned in an almost jocular manner. The men’s ability to display an almost stoic indifference to this hellish world is what is being praised and their endurance is the true mark of their courage which ‘didn’t writhe’. Visual and sound imagery is used to make this world come alive for the reader in a way that belies the outward show of seeing war as ‘a joke for me and you’ as the words of Siegfried Sassoon at the beginning of the poem highlight. 

Owen depicts his battle scenes differently here to that of the other sonnet, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’. We are not directly asked to think of the soldiers as cattle ‘doomed’ to slaughter but the environment they endure is the same and the likelihood of death just as real. Onomatopoeia and personification are used to show the bullets, shells and shrapnel that death spits and coughs at men long familiar with its sounds. By 1917 those who have been fortunate enough to survive have at least outwardly become battle hardened and desensitized to Death’s traits and habits. Owen alerts his readers to the reality that endurance on the battlefield takes the greatest ‘courage’ and laughter in the face of Death and stoic acceptance of what cannot be changed.
The only consolation comes in the second stanza where the laughter is couched in the belief that future wars must surely be different. Owen speaks of ‘knowing’ that in the times to come, ‘better men’ in ‘greater wars’ would not senselessly sacrifice men’s lives but would rather fight against Death itself ‘-for lives; not men – for flags.’ In future wars, the trophy will be worth fighting for and having pride about. The light-hearted tone of the opening quatrain is dispelled by the bitter irony of the third as Owen challenges ideas of patriotism, honour and glory. Readers recognise that Death is inglorious but that the real enemy are those who orchestrate the soldiers’ daily meeting with it. They are mere pawns whose their lives are forfeited by military leaders instead of being saved. 
Detailed analysis

Structure 

Owen uses a carefully structured Spenserian sonnet form which comprises a fourteen line, two-stanza poem made up of three quatrains and a concluding rhyming couplet.  The first stanza is an octet and the second a sestet with each stanza having a different focus on the one unifying idea. This is that death is a soldier’s constant companion.  A ten beat, iambic pentameter rhythm is used with a regulated end rhyme scheme. There is a break in focus between the stanzas but the central idea remains the same. The Volta or stanza break marks the change in emphasis and context. The level of language is less colloquial in the second stanza. Typical sonnet rhyme pattern (abba cddc efef gg)
Themes

Endurance
The title implies the cyclic nature of war and the inevitability of future conflicts and further deaths. However the bulk of the poem deals with the stoic endurance of soldiers in the current ‘Great War’ with its hideous casualty rates and horrendous battlefield conditions. Owen speaks of the cavalier attitude of the men who have had to accommodate Death as a companionable presence in their lives. That they can be so complacent about it raises our admiration rather than our sympathy as does the other sonnet set for study. The use of alliteration ‘We whistled while’ adds to this impression of nonchalance but it is recognized as a coping strategy in a nightmarish world. 
The conversational tone in the opening quatrain gives voice to the men who lived under constant barrage and still managed to function and fight. It is broken by the more staccato rhythm created by the sound imagery in the second quatrain that is used to describe the constant barrage of battle. Monosyllabic words such as ‘cool’, ‘thick’ and ‘wept’ are used to imitate the short staccato sounds of battle. The sardonic tone is further heightened by the harsh sounds of onomatopoeic words such as ‘spat’ and ‘coughed’ which captures the sounds that became a normal backdrop to their lives. Owen speaks with a certain pride when he describes how the men’s courage doesn’t waver even though ‘Our eyes wept’ in response to the conditions they are forced to endure. He is at one with his men who endure what would normally be unendurable. 
Death 
The concept of Death as a figure that roams among them is developed as a recurring motif and an extended metaphor of loss and waste. Comparisons and contrasts raise the issue of what can be learnt from the current horrors of war and the vain hope that Death will not take so many lives in future wars. Sense of conspiracy is created by the phrase ‘we leagued with him’ as soldiers inflict Death as well as suffering from it. Lives are forfeited rather than spared. The pity and waste of war is highlighted as Death is an inevitable reality for many and the men know it. 
The apparently ‘friendly’ depiction of Death only masks the ugly reality beneath for Owen also uses personification to foreground the horrors of this current war. These include gas attacks; ‘green thick odour’, bullets and artillery fire; ‘coughed/ Shrapnel’ as well as the ever present stench of rotting bodies that made eyes weep. Owen creates an inclusive, personal tone by his use of the terms ‘we’re’, ‘him’, ‘we’ and ‘our’ which helps develop camaraderie of experience. 
The image of Death is distorted by being presented conceptually as well as being given a palpable presence as a male entity that is part of the normalcy of war. They have learned that Death cannot be fought against and so it is useless to ‘kick against his powers’. Death is accepted as an unwelcome but unavoidable companion who must be tolerated because he cannot be ignored or repelled. Death is given gross, tangible form and this glaring reality is made more offensive by being dealt with in almost nonchalant way by the soldiers.
Methods and Techniques

Language
Descriptive vocabulary, especially the use of active verbs such as ‘wept’, ‘sniffed’, ‘writhe’, ‘spat’, ‘coughed’, ‘chorused’ and ‘whistled’ makes the scene easy to imagine. The sounds of war are conjured up by Owen’s unusual depiction of Death as a real figure alongside the men on a daily basis. Evocative words such as ‘leagued’ emphasizes this closeness while active verbs such as ‘brags’ and ‘wars’ in the second stanza shows the true nature and cost of war in its present form. Senses of sight and sound have effectively been used to put the reader into the midst of battle and give them some sense of what it must be like to live amidst the debris and atmosphere of slaughter.
The language has a jocular tone and is largely colloquial and includes terms of military jargon such as ‘mess tin’ and ‘old chum’. This light-hearted banter serves to downplay their grim world of conflict and mirrors the talk of those who live cheek by jowl with death. Repetition of the phrase ‘We laughed’ emphasizes the way men try to cope by putting the horror behind them as much as is possible. The use of apostrophe, inversion and exclamation further emphasizes that Death is not the soldier’s hated enemy. Owen’s main point is that instead it is merely symptomatic of the environment they are forced to endure. 

Figures of speech
The comparative techniques of personification and extended metaphor are used to make the reader conscious of the constant impact of Death on the men. He is real, disgustingly tangible and ever present. Onomatopoeia and alliteration are auditory devices used to capture the sounds of Death’s weaponry of bullet and heavy artillery. He is presented as a powerful figure against whom the soldiers are powerless.  Owen does not keep to the traditional depiction of him as a grim reaper, dressed in rags, faceless and armed with a scythe. Instead, the poet distorts the image of Death into an even more disgusting representation. In his new guise he is an over-familiar, coarse, foul-breathed figure who makes the soldiers spill their food or blankets them with shrapnel and foul odours. 
Symbolism and Imagery
The imagery of the first quatrain establishes the pseudo-camaraderie that exists between soldiers and death while the second concentrates on the aural evocation of the battlefield itself. While the men whistle in the face of Death, the reader is alert to the agonies they suffer by implication and inference rather than direct reference. The olfactory sense of ‘green thick odour of his breath’ is graphically offensive while images of their bodies writhing in agony are indirectly used to emphasize their courage under fire. Death is part of the war machine and the soldiers are mere cogs. 
Symbolism relating to the grim reaper, enemy and flags are used to contrast what is real and what is apparent. The men seem to cope but it is only a mask that is worn, an outward show of bravado that thinly films their cynicism and despair. Death that spits and coughs over them is a fearful image of contagion that infects their world, minds and souls so that ‘War’s a joke’ to be stoically put up with by laughter and stoicism. 
[image: image1.wmf]Personal Response   

                  “The Next War”
Tip  
This poem could prove useful as a contrast to Owen’s other sonnet which is very different in tone and approach.  Also being one of the two new poems set for study it would probably be answered by fewer students.
What is being said?
1. In what ways does Owen’s portrait of war seem different here in comparison to the other poems set for study.  

2. What impact does the fact that the poem was written in 1917 possibly have on the themes developed in this poem? What connections can be made between it and the other sonnet, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’?
3. What are the major thematic differences between the octet and sestet?
4. Fill in the following grid.

	Structure


	Key Themes



	Figurative Language


	Imagery




How is it being said?

1. Find examples of tonal shift in the poem and discuss the methods used to achieve it. 
2. How does the poet use unusual ideas, emotions and imagery to challenge the complacency of readers with regards to the ugly reality of war. 

3. How is imagery and symbolism used to develop the major themes. 
                                        The Last Laugh

'O Jesus Christ! I'm hit,' he said; and died.
Whether he vainly cursed, or prayed indeed,
The Bullets chirped - In vain! vain! vain!
Machine-guns chuckled, - Tut-tut! Tut-tut!
And the Big Gun guffawed.
Another sighed, - 'O Mother, mother! Dad!'
Then smiled, at nothing, childlike, being dead.
       And the lofty Shrapnel-cloud
       Leisurely gestured, - Fool!
       And the falling splinters tittered.
'My Love!' one moaned. Love-languid seemed his mood,
Till, slowly lowered, his whole face kissed the mud.
       And the Bayonets' long teeth grinned;
       Rabbles of Shells hooted and groaned;
       And the Gas hissed.
Overview

This poem was written early in 1918. It presents the different reactions of soldiers to the realization that they have been fatally hit. Some call for their mothers, fathers, loved ones or Jesus Christ. The variety of cries and the varied ways they meet death are detailed. Some ‘cursed’ or ‘prayed’ while others ‘sighed’ and ‘moaned’ and this gives the men individuality even though we never learn their names. They become representative of the great many who perished and Owen manages to give a sense of immediacy and reality to their deaths. A sense of outrage is developed by references to the armoury of war mocking their deaths in a myriad of ways. These callous responses to the deaths of men are embedded throughout the poem so that the hideous irony of the title is made clear to readers. We are told that ‘bullets chirped’ while ‘Machine-guns chuckled’ and ‘the Big Gun guffawed.’ 
Suffering is met by sadistic indifference while their sacrifice is degraded as foolish and in vain. Owen’s fatalistic tone is strengthened by the men’s helplessness and vulnerability against the onslaught of the weaponry ranged against them. The personification of the arsenal of bullets, guns, bayonets, shells, shrapnel and gas is made more horrific by the way they are given individual voices, gestures and mannerisms. They ridicule the men’s actions in sarcastic statements such as; ‘Tut-tut!’, “In vain!’ and ‘Fool!’ 
The use of exclamation marks emphasise the ridiculousness of their senseless struggle against such enormous forces. Battlefield slaughter is graphically depicted as weapons of death are given human form.  They are depicted as overwhelmingly powerful who easily conqueror their petty opponents. The weapons themselves become the enemy rather than the armed forces who man them.
Detailed analysis

Structure 

A regular stanza form is used but the ten beat iambic pentameter rhythm is not maintained after the initial two lines of each stanza. An irregular end rhyme scheme is used to focus our attention on the onomatopoeic sounds that are often placed mid line.  Pararhyme is used to lower the tone and darken the thematic context. Details are itemized in a list like structure with the use of ‘and’ in the last line of each stanza. 
Ideas are broken up effectively within each stanza by Owen’s use of hyphens and semi-colons. This governs the pace and flow of the lines and helps emphasize the demeaning utterances of the weapons. The mid and end line position of the words that Owen uses to describe the sounds of laughter functions in the same way by placing more stress on them and foregrounding their bitter tone in the minds of readers. Punctuation techniques such as these make it impossible for us to escape the sense of slaughter and malignancy that pervades the poem.
Themes

War
Negative and emotive terms such as ‘cursed’, ‘moaned’ and ‘groaned’ mark the dying cries of the men and invoke the reader’s pity.  Our senses are appealed to because we can both see and hear the men and allows us to imagine the scene. War becomes a life form that gloats and takes barbaric pleasure in the agony it causes. The hapless soldiers are powerless and unable to defend themselves. They are mocked by the weaponry of war and farewell with scornful laughter.  The paraphernalia of war is itemized as it makes its assault against the men.  This creates some sense of battlefield  frenzy and terror and the  fragility of life.  
Whether life passes away in anger, prayer or childlike acceptance; the fury of war remains constant.  It tyrannically oversees the legions of the dead and dying, reveling in the horrors it causes. Their pleasure is shown through the wide range of terms used to describe their laughter, ranging from ‘chirped’ and ‘chuckled’ to ‘grinned’ and ‘hissed’.  The weapons of war are given heightened status by the use of capital letters mid line which further emphasizes their personalized form. A tone of objective detachment is most evident in the second line of each stanza. This is not because Owen fails to sympathise with the men but because he is emphasizing that nothing can be done to alleviate their suffering for this is the reality of war. In the opening stanza, the inversion of ‘prayed indeed’ betokens the uselessness of knowing whether the man died with a curse or prayer on his lips. In stanza two 
Waste/Pity
Their deaths are pointless, emphasized by the use of repetition in the phrase ‘In vain! vain! vain! as well as the single word ‘Fool!’ The extensive loss of life is emphasized by Owen’s examining the different ways in which the men die. Although not individualized by name or rank, their humanity is represented by the direct speech which allows us to empathise with them and with the loved ones who will learn of their deaths. The men are shown in relation to those who will mourn them. The son of the second stanza calls out to his mother and father while the lover of the third stanza is depicted in a mockery of love’s gestures. Owen shows him falling to the ground in a final embrace, his whole face kissing the mud instead of the woman who awaits him at home.
The manner of their dying makes it appear that death can come as a sort of blessed release from the horrors of war. Some seem to smile, ‘childlike, being dead’ while others merely sink to the ground ‘slowly lowered’.  The natural world is distorted as bird sounds are mimicked by the sounds made by bullets, machine guns and ‘falling splinters’.  Lofty clouds are shed ‘Shrapnel’ rather than rain while the ground is turned to mud. 
Methods and Techniques

Language
Descriptive vocabulary is used to describe the various forms of laughter that is used. While extensive in range it  is consistently sinister and malevolent in tone and mood.  The soldiers are presented as sacrificial victims to the God of war whose forces take delight in the ceaseless ceremony of death.  It is a macabre hellish scene with war as the devilish overlord.  The language is colloquial and vernacular in tone. A spoken quality is given by the large amount of direct speech that is used to begin each stanza, contrasted by that spoken with derision by the bullets, machine gun fire and shrapnel.
Figures of speech
Comparative techniques of metaphor and personification are used extensively throughout the poem to place the reader in a discordant and jarring world of monstrous noise and action. The forces of war are an ugly rabble of noisy, gesturing and hooting opponents far greater in number and strength than the men ranked against them. The soldiers and the weapons they fight against are depicted as the real enemies rather than Owen making any reference to opposing soldiers. In  The Last Laugh, war itself becomes the medium of battle and mere survival becomes a daily form of combat that has to be endured.  
Rhetorical methods including assonance, ‘slowly lowered’, alliteration ‘Love-languid’ and onomatopoeia, ‘chirped’, ‘sighed’, ‘moaned’, ‘groaned’ and ‘hissed’ make the scene tangible. Sounds are captured and mimicked so that the booming of the big guns is transformed into a guffaw that bellows out while the smaller and rapid fire machine guns merely chuckle. Owen has effectively matched sound and appearance to weaponry so that the ‘Bayonets’ long teeth grinned’ while massed shells described as ‘Rabbles’ hoot and groan while the sinister hissing of the Gas is heard in the background.  The negative connotations of Owen’s imagery can leave the reader in no doubt about who has ‘The Last Laugh’ in this battlefield scenario.  
Rhyme and Rhythm
Pararhyme is used in the opening two lines of each stanza. The second word is lower in tone; ‘died/indeed’, ‘Dad/dead’, ‘mood/mud’ , ‘grinned/groaned’ and this lowering of pitch creates a melancholic effect. The rhythm captures the relentless pounding of the gunfire and the plosive sounds at the end of many lines emphasize the noises of battle. Owen favours polysyllabic words but the occasional use of forceful monosyllabic words or phrases such as “vain! vain! vain!’ or ‘Tut-tut! Tut-tut’ is made even more effective by contrast. The poet has effectively replicated the barrage of artillery and this allows us to get some small appreciation for what these men were forced to endure in the normalcy of wartime.
Tip  
This is an excellent choice to show Owen’s use of imagery and figurative language. Most of the poetic techniques he favoured are present and it is very accessible. Theme development is straightforward, building on the ‘last laugh’ motif from one stanza to the next.  
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                 “The Last Laugh”
What is being said?
1. Conditions on the Western Front had steadily deteriorated during the course of the war so that by 1918 troops had become increasingly bitter and cynical. What elements of this attitude are evident in this poem? 
2. What development of idea is evident from one stanza to the next? 

3. What allows the reader to discern the victims as individuals as well as representatives of war causalities in a general sense?
4. Fill in the following grid.

	Imagery


	Key Themes



	Figurative Language


	Symbolism




How is it being said?

5. By close reference to the poem, show how personification is skillfully employed by Owen to build up a sense of pity for the soldiers. 

6. What is the impact of using comments by both the dying soldiers and the personified weapons of war? How are our impressions of war shaped from one stanza to the next?
7. By close reference to the poem, comment on Owen’s use of symbolism and aural imagery. How does it help develop his thematic concerns? 
THE LAST LAUGH
Owen made a point of choosing attention-grabbing opening lines, though few are as stark as this one. There is a point where blasphemy is indistinguishable from prayer. 
it emerged with a regular stanza pattern but irregular metre, rhythm and rhyme: indeed pararhyme predominates. No soothing effects there and the same applies to mood and content. 
onomatopoeia, and "chirped", "chuckled", "spat" "hissed
A typical Owen effect is his personifying of inanimate objects. Here the bullets, guns, bayonets and so on, all display human, or at least animal, characteristics, making the antagonism more real by casting them, not as the instruments, but as the agents of instruction.
In each case of those who die, the momentary response is different. Blasphemy/prayer, wistfulness and resignation, sentiment. Only the manner of their destroyers is the same. Chuckling, guffawing, tittering, grinning. In a word, derision. "Fool!" proclaims the shrapnel cloud.
"Tut-tut!" the machine guns mock sardonically. "In vain, vain, vain" snigger the bullets.
The armaments of war have knocked morality sky high and theirs is unquestionably the last laugh.
We may ask whether Owen ever wrote a more cynical, dispiriting poem than this, in which nihilism reigns and everything amounts to nothing in the end. As in the case of the young soldier,
Then smiled at nothing……..being dead
Harsh sound created by the combination of harsh 


vowel ‘a’ & plosive ‘g’ in monosyllabic end words.





This phrase stresses that the warfront is a different environment





Not cowered by death’s acts and traits.





Enjambment or flow on line followed by the caesura after the word ‘Shrapnel.’





The screams of battle become distorted into songs shared with death.





Alliteration of ‘w’mocks the sound of falling shells with whistling bravado.





Could be a jaunty reference to a close shave, a brush with Death.





Emphasis is given by placing ‘never’ mid line.





Repetition of ‘we laughed’ stresses their accepting view of Death.





Death is personified as a vulgar and  violent figure.





Death is an unavoidable symptom of war which is the real enemy.





Death could even be a welcome release.





Owen uses the Colloquial language of the ordinary soldier.





Inclusive terms engage the reader.





Future soldiers and different wars  are imagined





Poem uses direct speech in the form of a statement to give immediacy, realism  and set the scene of battle.





Use of inversion ‘indeed’ stresses the sarcastic tone Owen employs.





Pararhyme used ‘died/indeed’ to establish the themes of pity and waste.





Verbs ‘chirped’, chuckled’and ‘guffawed’ reinforce the imagery of laughter alluded to in the poem’s title. Other sounds are added to the list in subsequent stanzas.





Repetition of words and sounds ‘vain’ and ‘tut-tut’ emphasises the malicious pleasure that the weapons of war seem to take as they add to their death count.





The onomatopoeic sounds of battle continue to be augmented by the different sounds made by the dying men and descriptions of how they meet their deaths..





Use of direct speech in each stanza personalises the victims and makes their deaths more pitiable.





Visual imagery of the grinning ‘long teeth’ of the bayonet stresses the savagery and barbaric cruelty of the scene.





Evocative terms such as ‘Rabbles’ give a sense of the mayhem and chaos of battle, made worse by the barrage of sound that surrounds the soldiers.





Owen’s fondness for compound words such as ‘Shrapnel-cloud’ and ‘Love-lanquid’ is effective in setting the scene for the readers and using a range of senses to do so.





Hyperbole captures the moment almost in slow motion.








