Sonnet on Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action 

Synopsis 

In this sonnet Owen addresses a ‘Great Gun’ which is being installed on the Western front in order to bombard the German line. At first Owen orders the gun to do its work, to curse the enemy before they do further harm. However, in the second stanza the poet asks that the militaristic, aggressive spirit which the gun symbolises is not incorporated into peacetime life, but that God will in turn curse it and excise it from the soul of humanity.

Investigating Sonnet on Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action
· An Italian sonnet has two parts that propose and answer an argument. In the octet Owen seems to be glorifying the great gun, yet in the sestet he curses it. What is surprising about this poem compared with others written by Owen at a similar time?
· How is Owen making his anti-war message stronger by seeming to praise the gun?

Context

Owen wrote Sonnet on Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action in 1917. He was yet to meet Siegfried Sassoon but had already written in the May that:

Christ is literally in no-man's-land. There men often hear His voice: Greater Love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life - for a friend. Is it spoken in English only and French? I do not believe so.
The justification for the great gun was that the Great War was the war to end all wars (an ideal propounded by author H.G.Wells), which was something Owen had previously believed. Sometimes referred to as The Artillery Sonnet (which is a useful shorthand for exams!), it was probably revised by Owen in 1918.

Sonnet

Here Owen is writing a very conventional Italian sonnet. He puts the arguments for the war and the use of weapons in the octet. His anti-war sentiments are expressed in the sestet in which he makes us consider the ‘great gun’ in terms of the harm it has done to humanity.

Owen was greatly influenced by the poetry of John Keats. One of Keats’ sonnets was entitled: On Seeing the Elgin Marbles, which Owen may have used ironically as the pattern for On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery. Keats’ sonnet celebrates the Greek sculptures, a creative and cultural depiction of an ancient conflict. Owen’s sonnet exposes the destructive nature of war.

Investigating commentary of Sonnet on Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action.
· In stanza one Owen concentrates entirely on the actions and purpose of the ‘great gun’. In your own words write a description of this piece of heavy artillery from the evidence Owen gives us.
· How does Owen use the characteristics he has employed in stanza one to turn the argument in stanza two?

Language, tone and structure

Language 
Use of the imperative

Owen begins the alternate odd lines of the octet with the imperative form of the verb, commonly used to give firm orders. This use of the imperative suits the military mood of the poem. In context the gun’s orders are all aggressive verbs:

· ‘Be...lifted up’ l.1 commands the gun to rise up skywards into a position to fire

· ‘Sway’ l.3 tells the gun to swing out across the enemy line

· ‘Reach’ l.5 orders the gun to target ‘Arrogance’ and ‘beat it down’ l.6 
· ‘Spend’ l.7 commands the gun to ‘disburse’ in flames all the material resources (‘our gold’) which have been poured into it.

Archaic language

Owen uses archaic language in the sonnet which echoes the sonorous phraseology of the King James Bible and gives an air of dignity to a subject matter which is not normally dignified in Owen’s poetry. It also creates the feeling that the poem is an incantation. 

· ‘Be slowly lifted up’ (line one) is a dramatic start to the sonnet because Owen is directly addressing an inanimate object: the Great Gun. The words also recall the phraseology of a well-known Psalm, about how the writer believes God will help him face his attackers, and an Old Testament prophecy about the success of Israel against her enemies:

And now shall mine head be lifted up above mine enemies round about me (Psalms 27:6)

Thine hand shall be lifted up upon thine adversaries, and all thine enemies shall be cut off. (Micah 5:9)
· ‘imprecations’ is a word of Latin origin meaning ‘to invoke evil’ and is a much more formal word than ‘curse’

· ‘Yea’ is a very archaic form of saying ‘yes’, often found in the Bible and Shakespeare
· ‘malison’ literally means a curse. It is derived from French and Latin, where ‘mal’ means bad or evil, and is the opposite of ‘benison’ or blessing. (Note it has the same ending as ‘orisons’ which Owen uses instead of the word prayers in Anthem for Doomed Youth.)

· ‘spoilure’ is a strange coinage. Owen has created the noun (perhaps as a shorter version of the word ‘spoliation’, for the sake of scansion) to suggest damage done by the gun

· The inverted verb formation of ‘Be not withdrawn’ (the modern English equivalent would be ‘Do not be’) is also archaic, as is the use of the verb ‘be’ in l.13 where today we would use the verb form ‘is’.

The use of ‘thy’ and ‘thee’

Owen uses ‘thee’ and ‘thy’ for the same reason that he uses ‘yea’. It makes the whole sonnet sound as if it belongs to another age. ‘Thee’ and ‘thou’ are old forms of ‘you’. They were used as a plural or as an intimate form in the singular. However, because such forms were used when addressing God, in prayer for example, the terms came to be associated with addressing someone important and therefore given an aura of formality. Owen apostrophises the heavy artillery as if it was an important person.

Alliteration

Owen uses alliteration sparingly but to good effect in The Artillery Sonnet.

· ‘Great Gun’ l.2. The repeated ‘g’ sounds gives added weight to the weapon

· ‘Sway steep’ l.3 the repeated ‘s’ sound emphasise the curvature of the arm as it swoops to attack.

In the last three lines of the first stanza Owen uses many words either beginning with thesibilant ‘s’ or containing that sound: ‘sins’, ‘worse’, Spend’, ‘resentment’, ‘disburse’, ‘breaths’ , ‘storm’. This has the effect of making the words sound as if they are spat out or hissed. In other words, Owen’s last command to the gun is ‘do your worst’.

In the final two lines of the second verse, the repeated hard ‘c’ of ‘cast complete’, ‘curse’, and ‘cut’ conveys the finality of the action Owen wants God to undertake.

Tone

Imperative and ironic

Sonnet On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery brought into Action is both imperative and ironic in tone. Owen speaks to the ‘Great Gun’ in an authoritative manner and yet we know from the second part of the sonnet that he does not agree with the morality of the orders he gives. The only justification for the gun is that this war will end all wars.

Lofty formality

The lofty tone suggests that the ‘voice ‘of the poem belongs to some one important. Here Owen is speaking as if he has power to command the heavy artillery. The ‘Great Gun’ also has power and authority. The way in which Owen addresses the ‘Great Gun’ suggests he respects his subject – the range of its ‘malison’ is ‘vast’, its looming presence ‘dark’. 

Incantation

Owen makes his sonnet sound like an incantation, which is a spell or curse put by one person onto another. It can sometimes take place during a ritual. Bringing a piece of heavy artillery into action would be almost ritualistic on the front. The same movements would need to be performed and the same instructions given. ‘Lift’, ‘Sway’, ‘Reach’, ‘beat’ and ‘Spend’ in stanza one are almost the ‘rubric’ (that is, the instructions and directions) for putting this massive piece of armament in place.

Investigating language and tone in Sonnet On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action
· This sonnet uses the sort of archaic language Owen employs in The Parable of the Old Man and the Young. Which poem do you find more effective as an anti-war poem?
· Compare the tone of each poem. Which is the more powerful and why?
· Look for similarities in Owen’s use of archaic diction in both poems.

Structure 

Owen is using the formal structure of an Petrarchan or Italian sonnet which is made up of two stanzas:

· Stanza one has eight lines and is known as the octet. The eight lines are made up of two quatrains: four lines of verse which are held together by their rhyme scheme. It outlines an idea or question – here, an argument for the gun and its action to curse the enemy

· This is countered or answered in the second stanza of six lines, known as a sestet, made up of a quatrain and a rhyming couplet which ends the sonnet. Here Owen sets out his counter argument that, once the gun has fulfilled its duty, it will itself will be cursed by God

· A Petrarchan sonnet usually has a volta or ‘turn’, the moment in a sonnet at which there is a turn of thought. The first word of the second stanza, ‘Yet’, is the point where Owen turns everything he has said in the octet (which seems to be glorifying the gun and its power) into his more usual anti-war argument.

Versification

Rhyme

The rhyme-scheme of the sonnet reflects its formal structure, though the strict abba abba pattern of the octet is unsettled by the final pararhyme of ‘storm’ (instead of ‘harm’). This prepares us for the ‘Yet’ of line 9 which changes the tone of the poem. 

Rhythm

The rhythm of The Artillery Sonnet also adheres in the main to the Petrarchan expectation ofpentameter. However in the second line of stanza one Owen extends the line with extra syllables. This has the effect of recreating the action of the gun ‘towering towards heaven’ and emphasises the word ‘curse’. The fourth line of the sestet does not fit the pattern either. Owen extends it to eleven syllables although if the reader avoids putting equal value on each syllable of the word ‘prosperity’ it is possible to see this as pentameter. 

Although the metre is usually iambic, many initial feet are trochaic or spondees, to give due emphasis to the imperatives. Line 12 uses three dactyls and a trochee: ‘Safe to the / bos-om of /our pros- /per-i-ty’, its speed expressing the hurried desire to put the gun under wraps (the sibilance hinting that it may be used as a threat in future trade negotiations perhaps, which Owen opposes).

Investigating structure and versification in Sonnet On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action
· Owen adjusts the sonnet form to good effect in Anthem for Doomed Youth. In Sonnet On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action Owen keeps much more strictly to the traditional form. Compare this sonnet with Anthem for Doomed Youth.
· Do you have a personal preference and if so can you explore the reasons why?

Imagery, symbolism and themes

Imagery 
Metaphor

Much of the extended metaphor which Owen creates in Sonnet is tied in very closely with the personification of the ‘Great Gun’, itself a metaphor for war.

· towering towards Heaven: Owen is using ‘Heaven’ as a metaphor for God. The gun ‘towers’ in the sense that it strives to touch heaven, to become God-like. There is an echo here of the Old Testament account of the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9) when humanity, in its pride, tries to reach heaven

· rehearse: a rehearsal is a run through for an important event such as a play or a speech. Here Owen is saying that the artillery fire sounds out year after year as if it is practising to become perfect

· imprecations: the words the gun rehearses are curses and ‘blasting’ charms. These are a metaphor for the noise of war. The guns create a din but war itself blasts at life

· Spend: Here Owen is making a play on words (a pun). Cartridges and shells, once they have been fired and released their ammunition, are said to be ‘spent’. Owen picks up this term and uses it in its other sense as in spending money

· disburse: this is another word for spending. (A bursary is a grant of money and has the same root.) It doesn’t mean ‘disperse’ although it sounds like that word and the ‘gold’ is in fact spread out

· gold in shape of flames: the gun burns money. Britain’s gold reserves would be spent on buying armaments which would ‘go up in flames’

· our breath in storms: the gun is also there to ‘spend’ the lives of men. Their ‘breath’ is a metaphor for their life, the ‘storms’ stand for the war

· the bosom of our prosperity: ‘the bosom’ represents the place of safety. Owen is using the term in the sense of being in ‘the bosom of one’s family’

· when thy spell be cast: this is a metaphor for the whole horror of war which weapons such as the great gun create

· cut thee from our soul: Owen here wants the future to be free of armaments and weapons of war. ‘Our soul’ is a metaphor for humankind.

Simile

Owen uses the simile, ‘Like a blasting charm’ l.4 to imagine how the spell or charm which war casts is blasted both audibly and physically. The gun’s deadly ‘charm’ / ‘malison’ is a metaphor for the death and destruction it has meted out.

Personification

Throughout The Artillery Sonnet Owen personifies the Great Gun. Owen never actually uses the definite or indefinite article (‘the’ or ‘a’) to define it but directly addresses it. The capitalisation of the words makes them into proper nouns, a name. Like a human this piece of artillery has an ‘arm’ l.1 and can ‘rehearse’. It has a human voice, capable of cursing by throwing its ‘imprecations’ l.4 at the enemy and of withering men with its ‘malison’ l.9. Owen instructs the gun to ‘reach’ l.5 and ‘beat’ l.6 as if it had a will of its own. He tells it to ‘Spend’ and ‘disburse / Our gold’, both actions associated with what human beings do with money. 

In the sestet Owen fears the gun’s potential to draw its arm back into the safety of ‘our prosperity’, also personified as ‘the bosom’. The final human action which the gun performs is to finish the spell it has been casting over men l.13. but its personality is present in the final line where Owen prays that God will curse ‘thee’.

‘Arrogance’ and ‘its sins’ in line 5 and 6 is a personification of the enemy. So a whole race is symbolised as one person, named ‘Arrogance’ because of their pride, who ‘needs’ to be punished. 

Symbolism

The gun with its long black arm is the overriding symbol in the poem for aggression and destruction. It stands for the militaristic, aggressive spirit which has fuelled the war and which Owen prays will not be incorporated into peacetime life. However, it is so powerful and persuasive that only the greater, divine might of God can in turn curse it and excise it from the soul of humanity.

Investigating imagery and symbolism in Sonnet On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action
· The personification of the gun in this sonnet reminds us of the personification of the weapons in Anthem for Doomed Youth and The Last Laugh. Read both poems and make a note of the metaphors used in each.
· Compare the way in which Owen uses weapons to show the horror of war.
· Which poem makes the most effective use of the personification of weapons?

Themes 

The main theme of this sonnet is of aggression, mechanical yet directed by humans. The pity of war is seen in the vulnerability of men in the face of this weapon of destruction. Owen raises the question of nationalism and the cost of the war; ‘our gold’ has been spent to generate much destruction. That God will judge the aggression of man is also a key theme in The Artillery Sonnet.

Investigating themes in Sonnet On Seeing a Piece of Our Heavy Artillery Brought into Action...
· This is an unusual poem because, at first reading, Owen seems to be glorifying the gun and all it stands for. How does Owen present his theme of the pity of war and of man’s inhumanity to man to us through this sonnet?

· How far do you agree that Owen could understand the need for the Great Gun in an attempt to win the war which would end all wars?
· How did his attitude change in the later poems he wrote?

