Insensibility

Synopsis and commentary

Synopsis of Insensibility
In the first four stanzas Owen tells us that the only way for a soldier to survive on the Western front is to damp down his own emotions, rather than respond to the carnage that surrounds him (stanza 1), and to become insensible to his bodily sensations (stanza 2). A soldier is fortunate if he loses the capacity to imagine, be horrified or terrified (stanza 3) or if he is ignorant of what is happening due to being on leave or never having thought very deeply (stanza 4). Such men are, in Owen’s estimation, ‘happy’ and those who, like the poet, think too deeply and imagine too vividly need to learn from them (stanza 5). However, the poet curses those who perfectly comprehend the horrors of war yet have made themselves immune to its terrible consequences and wilfully ‘turn a blind eye’ to those they should pity.

Commentary on Insensibility

A reaction to Romanticism

Owen’s choice of title for his poem is influenced by a line in the poet Shelley’s essay A Defence of Poetry. Here Shelley defines poetry as being:

The interpretation of a diviner nature through our own .. experienced .. by those of the most delicate sensibility and the most enlarged imagination; and the state of mind produced by them is at war with every base instinct.

Shelley is espousing the Romantic notion of the poet as an acutely aware (‘sensible’, as in, ‘alive to all one’s senses’) mediator of the sublime, who himself must be morally noble. 

Such a Romantic notion is echoed in another Romantic poet’s description of how to be a soldier. Insensibility is Owen’s riposte to William Wordsworth’s poem, Character of the Happy Warrior, written in 1807 (two years after the naval Battle of Trafalgar) about military heroes who are to be commended not only by men but by God. Wordsworth opens with this question:

Who is the happy Warrior? Who is he
That every man in arms should wish to be?

In the ensuing couplets, he promotes the idea of a soldier who is fully engaged, wants to learn, overcomes discomfort with self-control, perseverance and compassion and keeps hold of his reason and morality. Wordsworth’s heroic tone and exhortations indicate that he was not familiar with the realities of the battlefield (also true of Shelley).

As an antithesis, Owen overturns Wordsworth’s precepts. Knowing all too much about war, he speaks ironically when he says that:

Happy are men who yet before they are killed
Can let their veins run cold 

In contrast to Shelley, Insensibility asserts that it is far better not to feel too much nor to think too profoundly.

Composition

Owen wrote Insensibility in 1918 at Ripon where he was training to return to the Western front. In a letter to his mother he wrote:

The enormity of the present Battle numbs me.

Owen’s dreams of the horror and death of the front had previously caused his breakdown (resulting in him being sent to Craiglockhart in 1917 to recover). During his time at Ripon, Owen found a private and secret place, so as to be able to compose his poetry. In order to write, Owen had to consciously bring to mind all those horrors which had had such an impact on him and become ‘sensible’ to them rather than numb. This took courage. 

Investigating commentary on Insensibility...
· In Insensibility Owen is influenced by the views of earlier poets. Compare Owen’s view of the warrior to that of Wordsworth’s in Character of the Happy Warrior.

· How far do you think Owen reflects Shelley’s view of a poet?

Language in Insensibility
Military diction

After starting with the bleak truth that to be ‘killed’l.1 is the assumed fate of all, Owen’s choice of words draws heavily on the military vocabulary and the language of war with many nouns qualified by negative associations: the ‘front line withers’ l. 6, ‘troops’ ‘fade’l.7, shell-fire ‘teases’ the men l.15, whilst ‘Armies’ are decimated l.18 and ‘battle’ cauterises l.28.

Feeling words

For a poem which ostensibly is about the lack of emotion, Owen frequently refers to feelings, though usually to negate them. Obviously there is the repeated, ironic injunction to be ‘Happy’, at the start of stanzas 1, 3 and 4. He also speaks of ‘no compassion’ l.3, ‘tearful fooling’ l.8, ‘cease feeling’ l.12, ‘Dullness’ solving ‘The tease and doubt’ l.14-5 and the loss of ‘imagination’ l.19. In the fifth stanza Owen commends the lad who is ‘not vital’ l.44, ‘Nor sad, nor proud, / Nor curious’ l.46-7 (author’s italics).

Where he gives full force to feelings it is to castigate the ‘stay-at-home’, ‘couldn’t-care-less’ dullards as ‘Wretched’ and ‘mean’ l.52, the former gaining particular force by its position at the start of the line.

Repeated sounds

In Insensibility Owen uses alliterative patterns in each stanza to highlight particular sentiments. Throughout the first verse, the deceptively soft ‘f’ sound links ‘fleers’ l.3 (meaning to mock), ‘feet’ l.4, ‘front’ l.4, the troops who ‘fade’ l.7 rather than flower, the ‘fooling’ l.8 of the poets and the bodies used as ‘filling’ l.9 for the gaps, to build up to a forceful, furious sound which echoes Owen’s anger and ends in the line ‘some cease feeling’ l.12 which opens stanza two.

In verse two another soft sound, the sibilance of the ‘s’ sounds in ‘some cease’ l.12, ‘themselves’l.13, ‘Dullness’, ‘solves / The tease’ l.14-5, builds up though ‘Chances strange’ l.16 and ‘simpler’ l.17 to the onomatopoeic hissed truth of the final phrase: ‘armies’ decimation’ l.18.

In the third verse ‘imagination’, ‘ammunition’ and ‘constriction’ echo the ‘sh’ of ‘shelling’ and ‘shilling’ from stanza two but there are far more hard consonants. The harsh reverberations of ‘spirit drags no pack’ l. 21 continue in ‘ache’, ‘red’, ‘rid’ and ‘blood’ l.22-5. This contrasts with the long vowel sounds of the last two lines in the fourth stanza in which Owen evokes the implacable onset of darkness through ‘long, forlorn’ ‘larger day’ and ‘huger night’ l.38-9.

In the final stanza, harsh words like ‘cursed’, ‘dullards’, ‘stuns’ and ‘stones’ l.50-1 are used to create an ‘insensible’ feeling in the poem before Owen returns to a cluster of soft ‘m’ and ‘sh’ sounds plus sibilants which underline the pity of the passing of the living: ‘moans’ l.55, ‘sea’, ‘hapless stars’ l.56, ‘mourns’, ‘shores’ l.57, ‘shares’ l.58, ‘reciprocity of tears l.59.

Tone

Irony

Owen’s tone is ironic in the opening stanzas since it is clear that the ‘happy’ soldier is of course not truly happy. It is also possible to interpret the tone as tongue in cheek when he states: ‘Happy are the men who ... can let their veins run cold’ l.2 and ‘lose imagination’ l.19, as if this is an act of their own volition, rather than, in fact, imposed on them by circumstance.

Reflection and anger

When writing in the first person in stanza 5, Owen’s tone becomes more reflective. He feels the pain of the way the sight of blood ‘besmirches’ the soul. The tone is mournful and haunting. However this is soon replaced by overt anger in stanza six, as he identifies the insensibility of those who have ‘made themselves immune’ to suffering and war l.54. They are ‘dullards’ and ‘cursed’ l.50. Owen says they should ‘be as stones’ l.51 and describes them as ‘wretched’ l.52, ‘mean with paucity’ l.53 and ‘immune to pity’ l.54/55. 

Pity

Owen uses this reference to the lack of pity in those who have chosen insensibility to communicate his own pity for the dying:

Whatever moans in man
Before the last sea and the hapless stars l.55/56

In the face of human immunity to suffering, he draws on wider natural phenomena to convey the enormity of ‘sensible’ people’s grief. The pathos of Owen’s tone echoes again in the penultimate lines;

Whatever mourns when many leave these shores

The sensibility of the living for the dead is expressed in the poignant final lines:

Whatever shares
The eternal reciprocity of tears

The tone of the poem in its final lines is full of the pity Owen feels for the dead.

Investigating language and tone in Insensibility...
· Insensibility is a poem packed with emotive words and phrases which have a powerful impact on the reader. Compare the language and tone of Insensibility to that of Owen’s last complete poem, Spring Offensive
· In what ways are these two poems similar?

· In what ways are these two poems very different?

Structure in Insensibility
Insensibility is the only poem for which Owen numbered his six stanzas, which are of uneven line length and vary in the number of lines per verse. Stanzas one to four deal with the concept of the soldier whose survival depends upon his ability to block out the reality of war. However, half way through verse four Owen becomes the first person narrator torn between being such a soldier and the required sensibilities of a poet and officer for whom blood has ‘besmirched’ his ‘soul’. As their leader, Owen had to be ‘sensible’ to his men and their fears. It is an agonising position to be in. However, he displaces the torment by directing his anger at those who have no excuse for their lack of empathy towards those dying on the front.

Versification

Owen uses pararhymes throughout Insensibility, creating some interesting yet dissonant patterns of association. Obvious links are ‘killed’ and ‘cold’ in stanza one and ‘stuns’ and ‘stones’ in stanza six. Some patterns link between verses, as with ‘fooling’, ‘filling’ and ‘feeling’ (stanzas 1-2). A similar chain of consequence can be seen in the final stanza with the powerful ‘mean’, ‘immune’, ‘moans’, ‘man’ and ‘mourns’. However, there is no consistent pattern and some lines don’t rhyme with any other (e.g. those ending in ‘arithmetic’, ‘battle’). 

Just as Owen resists having a neat predictable rhyme scheme in Insensibility, so he makes the line lengths irregular and unsettling. Often there are ‘spare’ syllables left at the ends of lines (e.g. l.5, 12,15) and the last three lines of stanza 1 are just one example of how Owen uses caesura and enjambment to draw attention to the bitter truth of what he depicts (also echoing his poem, Exposure):

Men, gaps for filling
Losses who might have fought
Longer; but no one bothers.

 

Investigating structure and versification in Insensibility...
· Insensibility has irregular rhyme and rhythm schemes which creates a sense of unease and discord. Identify the rhyming couplets Owen uses in the poem and the places where Owen uses different rhyme patterns

· Choose one of each and explore the way in which the different patterns work on your emotions as a reader

· Look carefully at where Owen has chosen to use short lines and then pick out the extra-long lines in the poem

· How does Owen communicate the horror and the pity of war in this way?

Imagery in Insensibility
Since Insensibility is one of Owen’s longest poems, he has space both for figurative and literal images. Some of his more down to earth descriptions of life at the front are juxtaposed with metaphors which heighten our awareness of the horror.

Realism

The brutality of war expressed in such phrases as ‘men, gaps for filling’ l.9, is so chilling that it needs no elaboration. Neither does ‘alive, he is not vital overmuch’, l.44 nor its opposite the ‘dying, not mortal overmuch’ of l.45.

Metaphor

In stanza 1 Owen creates a brutal metaphor to show the horrors to which men need to become insensible. He describes the floors of the trenches as being ‘cobbled’ a reference to the cobble stones used to strengthen roadways. Here however the cobbles are skulls; the ‘brothers’ l.5 of those left to fight on.

In stanza 2 Owen creates an extended metaphor based on the mathematical problems created by loss of the life. Since these losses are so unpredictable and unquantifiable, the men choose not to rack their brains about it (‘Dullness’ l.14) or simply leave their fate in the hand of the personified ‘Chance’ l.16, whose ‘strange arithmetic’ is ‘simpler’ than even working out their wages (to ‘take the King’s shilling’ is a euphemism for signing up to join the army). It is far beyond the soldiers to keep a tally ‘check’ on the way in which the armies of men are ‘decimated’.

The cruellest metaphor is in stanza 3 where Owen gives us a reason for the insensibility of the ‘happy warriors’. They have had their feelings ‘ironed’ or cauterised l.28. This was a medical process often used in the war to prevent infection, gangrene and ultimate amputation. It involved a red-hot iron being applied to the wound which would destroy flesh in the immediate vicinity and thereby halt the spread of infection, saving life.

There is a moving metaphor, half hidden as a reality, at the end of stanza 4. Here the ‘wise’ observers of war:

March taciturn, because of dusk,
The long, forlorn, relentless trend
From larger day to huger night

Part of a soldier’s routine is to march; here Owen is suggesting a much more final movement: the march from life to death.

Symbolism

It could be said that most of Insensibility is symbolic of the horrors of war and the callousness of those not involved.

The following words and phrases stand out as powerful symbols:

· Poet’s tearful fooling l.8. Here Owen is presenting the poetry of war as either sentimental or useless

· All things red l.23. This is a simple, brutal symbol for all the bloodshed of the war

· Laugh among the dying l.30 symbolises the survival technique by which the living survive among the dead – many soldiers, like doctors, developed a ‘gallows humour’ as a way of coping with the prevalence of death

· ‘Last sea’ and ‘the hapless stars’ of l.56,’ these shores’ of l.57 are all symbols of death and dying, echoing the classical Greek idea that the final journey of the dead is to be ferried across the River Acheron by Charon the ferryman

Investigating imagery and symbolism in Insensibility...
· The imagery of Insensibility is harsh. Copy out the three most brutal images in the poem

· How might you use these quotations in an essay?

· Find comparable images from other Owen poems

Themes in Insensibility
‘My theme is war’

The horrors of war dominate this poem. Man’s inhumanity to man is dealt with in an ironic manner. In other poems Owen sees governments and politicians as being inhuman, here they are joined by the men who have been shelled and shocked and stunned by cannon into becoming dehumanised enough to ‘laugh among the dying’ l.30.

Brotherhood

Love and brotherhood, compassion and concern are themes which Owen deals with elsewhere but which are in Insensibility turned on their heads. The living trample over the bodies of ‘their brothers’ in line 5 but ‘no one bothers’ l.11. Owen grapples with the fact that, as one of the ‘wise’, he is expected to be more ‘sensible’ than his men, yet survival is more likely if he is blunted to the tragedy around him, rather than having a soul besmirched with blood (as perhaps led to Owen’s breakdown).

Survival

To survive men must let their ‘veins run cold’ l.2; that is they must not allow themselves to feel any human warmth. The men who are ‘happy’ in Owen’s nightmare world are those ‘Whom no compassion fleers’. Even compassion has become a monster. In Insensibility Owen is showing how this most human of emotions is seen as an enemy mocking the ‘happy man’ who cannot risk compassion if he is to survive the horror.

Investigating themes in Insensibility...
· Insensibility is a poem about hopelessness. The ‘eternal reciprocity of tears’ suggests that the living will exchange tears with the dead for ever. Disabled is another Owen poem about the hopelessness of war. Compare and contrast it with Insensibility
· Compare Insensibility, as one of Owen’s longest poems, with another long poem, Strange Meeting
· Which do you find is the more effective of the two poems?

· Can you say why one is more effective than the other?
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