Miners

Synopsis of Miners
Sitting by his coal fire Owen hears the sounds the coals make. He imagines the coal seams are remembering their formation over geological epochs. However he realises that their whispers and moans are for the men and boys killed in the coal mines. This leads Owen on to compare their deaths with those of the men and boys at the Western front who have suffered and died mining Death in order to extract Peace. He sees a future comforted by the fires of the sacrifice ‘we’ made, thereby including himself.

Investigating Miners...
· Owen includes himself in the final verse of Miners. Within the year he too had been killed. Look for the points in the poem where Owen includes himself.

· To what extent does Owen identify with both the dead miners and the dead soldiers?

· How does Owen’s subsequent death add to the pity of this poem?

Context

Owen says of this poem that it ‘wrote itself in half an hour’ whilst he was training in Ripon before returning to the Western Front. It was prompted by the colliery disaster at the Minnie Mine in Halmer End, a village in Staffordshire, which occurred on the 12th January 1918. Of the 155 killed, 144 died of gas poisoning and 44 were boys of sixteen years of age or under. The next day Owen wrote Miners and sent it to The Nation, a journal which published poems which were critical of war. The poem appeared in print on the 28th January 1918 and was the first of Owen’s poems to earn him money. His cousin Leslie Gunston, a conventional poet who didn’t go to war, wrote to Owen that the rhymes offended his musical ear. In response Owen said:

I suppose I am doing in poetry what the advanced composers are doing in music. I am not satisfied with either...

He may have been thinking of the atonal music of Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) which was creating a stir in conventional musical circles before WWI.

Investigating commentary on Miners...
· Owen saw parallels between the dead miners, men and boys, and the dead of the trenches. What are the most important points of comparison between the miners and the troops?

· Look at the reference in Miners to ‘the boys that slept wry sleep’. How many of Owen’s other poems can you identify which are about the very young men who died on the Western Front?

Language, tone and structure

Language in Miners
Fireside dreams of the past

Miners begins as a reverie. Owen is gazing into the fire and musing on the geological formation of the coal that warms him. The language of the opening three stanzas is comfortable and cosy. The poem is set by ‘my hearth’ l.2, a warm place representing home and safety. The only challenge to the reader is the concept of geological time: ‘before the fauns’ l.8 and ‘before men had children’ l.12. Owen imagines the coal forming in the earth from ‘leaves’ l.5 and ‘ferns’ l.6. There is a sense of mysticism about the whole process: ‘steam-phantoms’ suggests ghosts and ‘Time’s old cauldron’ suggests magic brews.

Mining disasters

However Owen portrays the coals as not longing for their past but rather mourning the death of the miners who hewed them. Owen uses alliteration to emphasise this. The coals are ‘murmuring of their mine’ l.13 and the ‘moans’ of the dying men. 

The language changes to depict the horror of death: ‘men writhing for air’ l.16 and ‘white bones...without number’ l.16-17. This is further emphasised by Owen’s use of enjambement from lines 15 to 16 as the language replicates the struggle the men have for breath. 

The war’s impact on the future

At this point Owen’s language shifts the scene from miners to the military, from the present day disaster to an imagined future. Owen’s diction, drawn from the colliery, is equally applicable to the trenches, depicted as ‘dark pits / Of war’ l.19-20. Again the words to describe the dead are drawn together by alliteration:

                                  died
Digging the rock where Death reputes
Peace lies indeed l.22-4

Owen again involves us with his reality - no longer dreams by a warm fire but the stuff of his nightmares. Picking up the geological references of the early stanzas, he shows future people will sit in ‘rooms of amber’ like the insects captured in that fossil resin. As the miners were trapped and killed extracting the fuel to warm people, so the sacrifice of the soldier’s lives will ensure future warmth and safety for the nation. The poem which began for Owen at his warm fireside ends with future generations warming themselves at the fire of his and his comrade’s sacrifice, while they lie forgotten in the cold ground.

Onomatopoeia

The sounds which Owen recreates in Miners are an important part of how the language works. Through his use of onomatopoeia Owen takes us from the dreaming past through the pain of the present to a future insensitive to the harsh reality of war:

· Owen recreates the sound of the coals as they burn in his grate and as gases escape with ‘whispering’ l.1, ‘sigh’ l.2 and ‘simmer’ l.9. These quiet, sad sounds lead into the personification of the coals as ‘Wistful’ l.3.

· However, another subdued sound, that of ‘murmuring’ l.13 is a turning point, preparing us for the ‘moans’ l.14 of the trapped and dying miners, which Owen echoes with ‘groaned’ l.30, summing up the sacrifice made by the dead.

· Owen sadly returns us to the world of sleep (‘lull their dreaming lids’ l.31) and lullaby (‘crooned’ l.32) which for him create a false sense of protection for the living from the dead.

Tone

Owen’s thoughts and feelings determine the changing tones of the poem. He moves through a dream-like tone, in which he fantasises about the coal longing for its prehistoric origins, to bitter resentment. There is pity in the tone of the stanzas recalling the pit disaster. Owen’s mood shifts in the sixth stanza when he remembers the nightmare of the dark pits - the hell of the trenches. Anger and resentment touched by some sense of inevitability colour the final three stanzas. These reflect on the comfortable life of those who ‘will not dream’, l.33, of the dead who won that comfort for them with their lives.

Investigating language and tone in Miners...
· In Miners much of the poem’s effectiveness rests on the language used to describe the pit disaster but which also serves to describe the war. Make a list of the words and phrases Owen uses which are common to both.

· For each, write a sentence to show how Owen has used the language of the pit to illustrate the pain and suffering of the war.

Structure and versification

Structure in Miners
In Miners Owen moves us in the course of nine quatrains from warmth and comfort to the coldness of death. The first eight verses have the same shape: the first and third longer lines punctuated by the short second and fourth lines. He uses these to carry painful messages such as ‘moans down there’ l.14, ‘writhing for air’ l.16 and ‘left in the ground’ l.34.

The final stanza has a similar pattern but is a sestet. Owen presents us with a complete idea in each of the first seven verses; each ends in a full stop. However stanza seven ends with a semicolon which links its sense to that of the final verse. These last two stanzas are made up of four statements, each separated by a semicolon, which allow Owen to build up the tension until the last line where the dead are ‘left in the ground.’

Versification 

Rhyme

The pararhymes, which Owen uses so consistently throughout the poem, serve to re-enforce the long and short lines, but the patterns created have very specific meaning:

· ‘coal’ / ‘recall’ l.2,4 present the poem’s essence

· Both ‘ferns’ / ‘fauns’ l.6,8 and ‘simmer’ / ‘summer’ l.9,11 create a sense of great lengths of ancient time

· The linking of ‘cauldron’ and ‘children’ l.10,12 ominously links ancient magic with young life

· Both ‘chaired’ and ‘cheered l.25,27 suggest comfortable complacency

· The warm orange ‘amber’ and ‘ember l.26,28 contrast fossilisation with sacrifice

· With ‘loads’ / ‘lids’ / ‘lads’ l.29,31,33 Owen relates the burden of the dying to the comfortable sleep of the living and the reality of the men and boys whose sacrifice has enabled that

· ‘groaned’ / ‘crooned’ / ‘ground’ l.29, 31, 33 link the pain of the dying with the soothing of the living and the uncompromising fate of the dead.

Rhythm

Owen uses irregular rhythmic patterns in Miners, with some lines having unsettling extra syllables (e.g. l.1, 9, 13). Often he reverses a foot (e.g. ‘Writhing’ l.16, ‘Digging’ l.23) for emphasis or uses spondees to slow the pace (‘Frond-forests; and the low sly lives’). He also intersperses two beat feet with those of three beats: ‘But they / will not dream / of us / poor lads’, the speed of the longer middle foot indicating the dismissiveness of people in the future.

Investigating structure and versification in Miners...
· Owen’s cousin Leslie Gunston told him that the pararhymes offended his musical ear. How does the unexpected half-rhyming Owen uses in this poem make the reader more aware of the ‘pity of war?’

Imagery, symbolism and themes

Imagery in Miners
Metaphor

Throughout Miners Owen uses the image of being underground. This was one of the horrors of war he had himself experienced in 1917 and his discomfort surfaces in many of his poems. Owen’s early interest in geology gave him the picture of the coal being formed over millennia from prehistoric leaves and ferns. He uses the image as a metaphor for the way in which the dead of the war provide warm and security for the future when they, like the plants which formed the coal, are ‘left in the ground’ l.34.

Personification

The personification of the coal (see above) is continued with the idea that the ancient forests from which the coal was created have a ‘tale of leaves’ to tell. However Owen realises that the coals are not being nostalgic for the past, rather their ‘murmuring’ is unrest about ‘their mines’ l.13 where miners ‘moan’ l.14.

In lines 23 and 24 Owen personifies Death and Peace, with Death believing that Peace will emerge from ‘the dark pits of war’. Owen puns on the two meanings of ‘lies’: Peace does not lie (rest) in the rock of war where the men dig, it lies (deceives) to the troops.

Time is also given the attributes of a person, who warms his hands on the burnt sacrifice of the men l.27-8 and will carry on burning up ‘loads’ of such precious ‘fossil fuel’ l.29.

Symbolism in Miners
Both the miners and the soldiers symbolise sacrifice. The mines and the dark pits of war also represent Owen’s ongoing dreams of hell. Owen’s and Time’s fires, fed by the coal miners who risk their lives, are examples of the home which a popular song of the time exhorted those on the Home front to ‘keep burning’ while the boys on the Western front ‘dream of home.’

Investigating imagery and symbolism in Miners...
· Owen had repeated dreams about being underground. He was familiar with the idea of hell being a place of torture and this can be seen in many poems. Compare Miners to The Sentry and Strange Meeting
· Look at the similarities between each poem regarding the way Owen creates the sense of horror.

Themes in Miners
In Miners Owen visits many of the key themes he explores in other poems. The concept of the sacrifice of the lives of men and boys to ensure the unacknowledged safety and comfort of those at home is particularly to the forefront. Pain and suffering, dying and death are all explicit. Owen pays great attention to the details of the insensitivities of those on the home front who benefit from the war. They are warmed by the soldiers’ sacrifice in the same way as they are warmed by the coal for which the miners died. They will remember neither.

Investigating themes in Miners...
· Owen began Miners as a poem about a mining disaster, yet the resulting theme is of war. What ideas are common to both tragedies?

· Does Owen concentrate on the war dead at the expense of the dead miners, as some critics have suggested?

· Do you agree that this poem is out of place in a selection of anti-war poems, which is the view of some critics?
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