Exposure

Synopsis
During a winter night-time on the Western front, Owen and his men are awake, anxious about a potential enemy attack and of succumbing to the icy grip of the elements. The war seems distant but they suffer from the bitter wind and snow. The arrival of dawn does not bring hope but enemy bullets, though these seem less dangerous than the snow filled air. 

The men crouch in holes as there is no other cover to shelter from the cold. Rather than contemplate death, their thoughts are of spring, warmth and of home, yet in their dreams the doors of home are closed against them. They turn back to their dying, believing it to be the only way of ensuring security for those at home. They seem to be willing to be sacrificed for this cause, though their faith in the God of love is diminishing, if they hold on to the concept that he is the author of life and therefore of their current situation. 

One more night of exposure to the elements will result in more deaths for which the burying parties will come, half identifying the dead. Despite this, ‘nothing happens’.

Investigating Exposure...
· The lack of action in Exposure makes it stand out from many of Owen’s other poems. Remind yourself of The Last Laugh and The Sentry, both of which describe action.

· Compare how Owen describes the war in The Last Laugh and The Sentry to the way he presents it in Exposure.

Commentary on Exposure
In the winter of 1917 Owen and his men lay out in the snow of Redan Ridge for two days and nights, unable to move. Owen wrote of the experience (which inspired Exposure):

We were marooned in a frozen desert. There was not a sign of life on the horizon and a thousand signs of death… The marvel is we did not all die of cold.

One man did freeze to death (as depicted in Owen’s poem Futility). Meanwhile, every ten minutes whizz-bangs came over, though they fell short of Owen’s position (as shown in verse 4 of Exposure). 

The final draft of the poem is dated September 1918, just a few weeks before Owen was killed on the Oise–Sambre canal, near Ors in Northern France.

Allusions
Exposure opens with an allusion to Keats, the Romantic poet much admired by Owen. Ode to a Nightingale begins with the words:

My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains/ My sense

Owen changes this to the collective ache of the men’s brains in l.1.

Owen also makes an allusion in stanza six to the popular War song written in 1914: Keep the Home Fires Burning.The men exposed to the elements ‘dream of home’; however the suggestion is that those who are exhorted to keep the home fires burning as a symbol of love and care may have let them become sunken.

Investigating of Exposure...
· The incident which inspired Exposure was also the background for Futility. Both are poems of despair. How does Owen suggest similar settings for each poem?
· How does Owen communicate the despair of the situation differently in each poem?

Language in Exposure
The dominant elements

Owen’s choice of words in Exposure powerfully, but simply, describes the extremes to which he and his men were exposed for two days. The poem is dominated by words from the semantic field of the weather, most of which are qualified by terms with negative associations: 

· ‘iced east winds’ l.1

· ‘mad gusts’ l.6

· ‘rain soaks’ l.12

· ‘clouds sag stormy’ l.12

· ‘Dawn massing in the east’ l.13

· ‘ranks of grey’ (cloud) l.14

· ‘air .. black with snow’ l.17

· ‘flowing flakes’ (snow) l.18

· ‘the wind’s nonchalance’ l.19

· ‘Pale flakes ‘ (snow) l.21

· ‘snow-dazed’ l.22

· ‘frost’ l.36

· ‘ice’ l.39

Alliteration and personification

Owen heightens our awareness of the conditions under which the men suffer by his use of alliteration, further emphasised by his personification of the elements. 

The east winds are merciless and icy. The sibilant ‘s’s combined with hard consonants ‘d’ and ‘t’ create a cutting, bitter edge to the elements which ‘knife’ the men, leaving us in no doubt about the pain they intentionally inflict l.1. In l.6 the gusts of wind are personified as mad, their auditory quality conveyed by the short ‘g’ sound of ‘tugging on the wire’, suggesting the catching action. The wind is also human in its indifference, its ‘nonchalance’ in the face of suffering l.19. 

In much fiction, the coming of dawn is a motif for the arrival of hope. Here however, ‘Dawn’ only brings another day of ‘poignant misery’ l.11. It is personified as a weary female war commander, ‘massing her melancholy army’ l.13, the alliteration creating a sense of oppression. The ‘army’ of clouds is like German army uniforms and German tanks: ‘grey’, ‘stormy’ and lined up in ‘rank upon shivering rank’, ready to attack.

Owen demonstrates how even the snow-flakes appear to make conscious decisions about where they will settle / whom they will attack - they ‘flock, pause and renew’ l.18 their advance. The flakes have fingers which feel for the faces of the men l.21. Collectively, the wintry elements are as much an enemy on the attack as are the Germans.

As with the opening of the poem, in lines 12-14 Owen again combines sibilance with hard consonants to create a desolate atmosphere, with ‘lasts’, ‘soaks’, ‘clouds sag stormy’, ‘massing’, ‘east’, ‘attacks’, ‘ranks’ and ‘shivering’. This continues in the next stanza as:

Sudden successive flights of bullets streak the silence. l.16

and the air ‘shudders’ with ‘snow’ l.17. Both are ‘deadly’.

Owen juxtaposes the sibilance of the bullets with the light yet lethal ‘f’ sound of the flakes of snow in stanzas four and five. Though gentle, the penetrating cold of the snow sends the men into dazed reveries that also torment them – ‘Shutters and doors all closed: on us’ l.29 – where Owen re-employs the ‘harsh sibilance’ technique.

Assonance

Owen frequently uses assonance to emphasise the mood of the narrative. In l.11-12, the long ‘oh’ of ‘grow’, ‘only know’ and ‘soaks’ draws out the painful process of the day’s awakening. The same long sounds in l.26 ‘Slowly’, ‘ghosts’, ‘home’ and ‘glozed’ convey the extended effort required by snow-numbed spirits to engage with a world beyond their current environment, such slow reactions being typical of the onset of hypothermia. The effort wasn’t worth it – everything was ‘closed’ l.29.

By contrast, Owen links positive words by an expansive long ‘I’ sound in ‘kind fires’ l.31, ‘smile’ and ‘child’ l.32, for which the men ‘lie’ in their defence l.34.

Tone

Like so many of the later poems, Owen’s tone in this poem is one of helplessness and despair. Suffering appears to be pointless.Owen presents us with a picture of communal endurance and courage. He is one with his men: ‘our brains ache’ l.1, ‘we keep awake’ l.2, ‘we cringe in holes’ l.22. He also shares in his comrades’ dream of home and spirit of self-sacrifice: ‘not loath, we lie out here’ l.34. 

Yet he also questions what on earth they are achieving: ‘What are we doing here?’ l.10, ‘Is it that we are dying?’ l.25. Nothing is being achieved by the men’s sacrifice, ‘Nothing happens.’ l.5,15,20,40. 

Investigating language and tone in Exposure...
· Owen describes the weather as the enemy in Exposure. Make a list of the words and phrases Owen uses about the weather in Exposure which are linked directly to war.

· How does Owen use the contrast between cold and warmth to create the pity of war in this poem?

Structure and versification in Exposure
Each of Owen’s eight stanzas ends with a short half line. In the first, third, fourth and final verses Owen creates the burden: ‘But nothing happens’. Each of the short, last lines in the remaining stanzas has a story of its own to tell. When written or read out these lines read:

· ‘What are we doing here?’

· ‘Is it that we are dying?’

· ‘We turn back to our dying.’

· ‘For love of God is dying.’

The first question is answered by the second, which prompts the action of the third. The penultimate verse ends poignantly and perhaps ambiguously. Here on the field of battle the men make Christ-like sacrifices for those they love. Yet Owen suggests the love of God for them, and their faith in God, seems to have died.

Rhyme

Owen’s use of pararhyme is clearly developed in Exposure. The sounds create discord and challenge our expectation, yet Owen uses a regular pattern of ab ba, which creates the sense of stasis. Nothing changes in the rhyming pattern, nothing happens on the front.

The action is all in the rhymes:

· ‘knife us’ / ‘nervous’ l.1,4: The attack of the wind may mask the attack of the human enemy, causing fear

· ‘silent’ / ‘salient’ l.2,3: The sleepless anxiety caused by the utter quiet of the night makes the men forget the important features of the battle field

· Wire/war l.2/l.3 Owen pulls together the minutiae of conflict - the barbed ‘wire’ l.6 with the collective noun ‘war’ l.9 which consolidates the whole horror

· Brambles/rumbles l.7/l.8 Owen takes his image from nature but succeeds in showing us the barbs on the wire. Again a small detail is set against the distant booming of artillery fire

· Dawn is seen to ‘grow’ and also become ‘grey’ l.11,14 and in an almost comic rhyme her ‘clouds sag stormy’ l.12 which constitute her melancholy ‘army’ l.13.

· ‘Silence’ l.16 half rhymes with good effect with ‘nonchalance’ l.19 and emphasises the carelessness of nature

· Snow feels the ‘faces’ l.21 and from this Owen makes the transition to dreams of warmth and an English late Spring as ‘snow dazed’ men become ‘sun dozed’ where the blackbird ‘fusses’ l. 24

· The fires of home are ‘glozed’ l.26, a mixture of the words ‘glazed’ and ‘glowed’ but only lead onto doors that ‘close’. These fires ‘burn’ but not for the men who were ’born’ to die.

Finally the collective pronoun ‘us’ become the eyes of ‘ice’ l.36,39. Notice a half pun within this line: the ‘eyes are ice’ which almost sounds as if each was interchangeable - a symbol of the nihilism of death where everything becomes nothing. The onomatopoeic ‘crisp’ and ‘grasp’ of lines 37 and 38 tell of the final actions of the weather and of the burial party.

Rhythm

 Within each stanza, four lengthy lines set the scene and tell what story there is to tell. Often they are hexameters but Owen frequently adds extra syllables or whole metrical feet, and does not use a consistent metre, perhaps representing how snow-dazed minds struggle to stay orderly. 

One short line punctuates the narrative with the reality: ‘but nothing happens’ l.5. This serves as a contrast to the huge events which are to do with ‘dying’: the death of men, of hope, of belief and of the love of God.

Investigating structure and versification in Exposure...
· The burden of Exposure is carried by the short half line at the end of each stanza. How does the pathos of each hanging line contribute to the pity of war expressed through the poem?

· How does Owen’s use of pararhyme in Exposure contribute to the poem’s power?

Imagery in Exposure
Owen uses two powerful similes in Exposure. In line 7, equating the harsh wind to ‘twitching agonies of men’ is a gruesome comparison that conveys a natural, merciless phenomenon in terms of vivid human suffering. In l.9, the mind-numbing power of the pounding the guns is proved by the men discounting it as just ‘a dull rumour’.

In complete contrast with the reality of the poem’s setting, the touch of snow is equated with an image of lying under a blossom-laden tree in England, touched by the gentle fall of petals dislodged by a blackbird (probably as it feeds its young) l.24. Within a line Owen evokes warmth, ease, procreation and fecundity.

Less positively, although the home fires contain glowing coals described as ‘crusted dark-red jewels’, this actually signifies a dying fire where coals are burning through to ashy crusts, a symbol of people’s waning interest in the fate of the exposed soldiers. They will not be there to embrace the men on their return – homes are empty of humans as loved ones have ‘moved on’. That the ‘doors [are] all closed: on us’ l.29 is also symbolic, representing the total alienation of the men on the front from those at home.

Investigating imagery and symbolism...
· Owen uses the imagery of England, with its home fires, sun-lit young, fruits and fields in Exposure as he does in Futility. Compare the similarities of Owen’s use of imagery in both poems.

· How does the image of England emphasis the rawness of the men’s experience in Exposure?

Themes in Exposure
Shared endurance is at the heart of Exposure, with every stanza containing the pronouns ‘our’, ‘us’ and ‘we’ which give this poem its sense of men suffering together, comrades in arms and in death. Owen notes how ‘sentries whisper’ to one another, how the men share the same dream as they drowse, of their fellowship in suffering for those they love, and poignantly of how:

His frost will fasten on this mud and us. l.36

Despair: the poem is filled with the sense of the inevitability of death despite the fact that ‘nothing happens’. In an eternal present, ‘war lasts, rain soaks and clouds sag’ l.12 and even dreams of home do not suffice. Although the men cling on to the belief that their sacrifice is necessary for the survival of English life, their love for their homeland has become tentative, grown ‘afraid’ l.33.

Despair is allied to the theme of loss of faith. No longer do the men have a clear sense of purpose: ‘What are we doing here?’ they ask in line 10. They cannot console themselves that people care any longer about their fate – the symbolically empty home and dying fire portray the frontals insensible and unconcerned. Most profoundly, ‘love of God seems dying’ l.35. God’s love for them is in doubt and their faith in him has dwindled. God now seems a tyrannical aggressor, ‘invincible’ and the controller of the cruel elements – it is ‘His frost’ that will attack and kill the men. Have they been created merely to serve as sacrifices to his greater purposes (l.34)? 

Owen frequently depicts dreams, which actually turn out to be nightmares. The dream of English life here is hollow. The flash of hope depicting Spring and resurrection in stanza seven is soon frozen out, the welcome of hearth and home dwindles and the men must resign themselves to turning ‘back to our dying’ l.30.

Investigating themes in Exposure...
· In Owen’s introduction to what would have been his collection of poems, he claims: ‘My theme is war and the pity of war.’ How far does Exposure provide us with an example of a poem which deals with these themes?

· What other themes can you trace in Exposure? Are they just different facets of war?
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