Strange Meeting

Synopsis of Strange Meeting
Owen tells of a dream or vision where, escaping from the war, he travels down into a strange place he realises is Hell. Men lie sleeping or dead but one springs up who seems to recognise him. Owen calls him his ‘strange friend’. This man’s conversation makes up the rest of the poem. He clearly shares Owen’s own philosophy and thoughts for the future. We discover that this character is the man Owen had killed the previous day. He invites the poet to join him in sleep.

Investigating Strange Meeting...
· ‘Yet these elegies are not to this generation, this is in no sense consolatory. They may be to the next. All a poet can do today is to warn. That is why the true Poets must be truthful.’ (From Owen’s planned introduction to his poetry.) What do you think Owen meant by consolatory?
· Why would he not want his poems to be seen in that way?

· What does ‘Strange Meeting’ add to our understanding of what Owen meant when he said all a poet can do is to warn?
· What truths are told in this poem?

Commentary on Strange Meeting
Context

Strange Meeting is thought to have been written early in 1918, the last year of Owen’s life, while he was training to return to the front. Both Owen’s childhood and wartime nightmares were the source of this poem. Siegfried Sassoon called the poem Owen’s passport to immortality.

The title

Owen’s poetry was influenced by his early reading of the Romantic poets Keats and Shelley. Owen took the title of this poem from Shelley’s poem The Revolt of Islam: 

And one whose spear had pierced me, leaned beside,
With quivering lips and humid eyes;-and all
Seemed like some brothers on a journey wide
Gone forth, whom now strange meeting did befall in a strange land

Setting

The idea of meeting your enemy, even the one who had killed you, in a strange No Man's Land is implied in the Shelley poem, as well as the concept of brotherhood. In Strange Meeting Owen creates a situation in which the two men see beyond the war and hatred:

It seemed that out of battle I escaped l.1

to a place where the truth could be told and friendship established. To access this place Owen has travelled:

down some profound dull tunnel l.2

Even as a child these sort of dreams had haunted Owen.

As the men in the opening lines of The Send Off went to war ‘down close darkening lanes’, so Owen moves ‘down’ but away from the conflict. The tunnels have been ‘long scooped’, suggesting great age. Their antiquity is further emphasised by Owen’s use of the word ‘Titanic’ to describe the wars by which they have been ‘groined’, an architectural term describing a vaulted roof. ‘Titanic’ relates to size (and Owen would have been very familiar with the events surrounding the sinking of the Titanic in 1912), however the word has its roots in Greek mythology. The first Greek gods were the Titans, who were overthrown in a war with the gods of Mount Olympus. Owen is creating a sense of place which goes back to the dawn of time.

Another source for the setting may have been Owen’s familiarity with the Arthurian legend in which the mythical British King Arthur and his knights sleep in a cavern until they are required to fight again. Growing up on the borders of Wales, Owen could have been familiar with the legend of The Sleeping Warriors of Craig y Ddinas which includes the awakening of a knight who is then enjoined to ‘sleep on’.

More on The Sleeping Warriors of Craig y Ddinas?
Past, present and future

Owen links the long past, with its epic wars l.3, with the very recent past ‘yesterday’ l.42. In the present tense of the poem ‘that other’ soldier speaks of ‘the undone years’ l.15.and the fearful future which will unfold as a result of the destruction of war:

Now men will go content with what we spoiled l.26

The changes made by the war will seem the norm and be accepted, or alternatively cause discontent which will cause more lives to ‘be spilled’. Owen envisages that there will be further conflict and destruction in the course of which ‘nations trek’ away ‘from progress’ l.29.

The main voice of the poem is that of the dead German soldier, to whom Owen attributes his own attitudes as the man outlines the way in which the world might have been saved.

Investigating commentary of Strange Meeting...
· Sassoon thought that this poem would seal Owen’s reputation as a poet. What do you see to be the greatness of this poem?

· Why do you think this is it sometimes described as Owen’s best poem?

· What are the difficulties of Strange Meeting?

Language, tone and structure

Language in Strange Meeting
Diction to set the scene

Owen’s choice of words in Strange Meeting varies according to the subject matter. At the start of the poem he creates a dream-like setting: ‘it seemed’ and ‘I escaped’ l.1. His use of adjectives creates the sense of place in which he sets the scene for the meeting. The way down is ‘profound’ yet ‘dull’ l.2, carved out of ‘granites’ l.3. Granite is a hard, igneous rock. In one of his letters home Owen wrote:

The men had to dig trenches in ground like granite.

The stillness of the language lulls the reader. The jolt of the probing (line 6) when ‘one sprang up’ l.6 is reminiscent of the change in action in Dulce et Decorum Est when the ‘fatigue’ of troops ill prepares them for the ‘gas’. Here the action works through a string of human gestures: ‘sprang up, and stared’, showed ‘recognition’, ‘lifted .. hands’ and smiled l.6-9. The eyes of the man however are ‘piteous’ - not pitiful but rather asking to be pitied.

The language of the monologue

Owen creates a monologue, with the ‘other’ soldier’s words taking over the poem. The language changes to be no longer descriptive but abstract and philosophical. Owen uses abstract nouns which carry deep meanings:

· ‘hope’ (l.16)

· ‘beauty’ (l.18)

· ‘the truth’ (l.24)

· ‘The pity of war’ (l. 25)

· ‘discontent’ (l. 27)

· ‘Courage’ ( l.30)

· ‘mystery’ ( l.30)

· ‘Wisdom’ (l.31)

· ‘mastery’ ( l.31).

These concepts are interwoven with words which carry the emotions of the speaker such as ‘hopelessness’ l.16 and ‘weeping’ l.23, creating a dense texture of meaning.

Monosyllabic language

In the final section of the narrative the language again undergoes change. The plain words:

I am the enemy you killed, my friend l.40

have a strong emotional impact. They are straightforward and almost monosyllabic compared with the complexity of the previous language. The verbs ‘knew’ and ‘frowned’ l.41, ‘jabbed’ and ‘killed’ l.42 move the poem on to its close with the familiar vocabulary of war we recognise from many of Owen’s other poems.

The last lines

In reaction to the jabbing and killing the soldier had ‘parried’ l.43 - a verb meaning ‘to ward off a blow’. Owen states that the man was unable to defend himself. His hands were ‘cold’, an unequivocal word indicating basic physical suffering. That the man’s hands were also ‘loath’ l.43 adds a more complex idea. ’Loath’ suggests a reluctance to act. Owen is saying that the man was unwilling, as well as unable, to defend himself. 

The final line of Strange Meeting: ‘Let us sleep now...’ is moving in its simplicity. It is followed by ellipses which may be interpreted in several ways:

· Owen intended to continue writing so this is only a fragment of a poem

· Owen is indicating that sleep will end in death

· Owen is suggesting that death is a sleep

· Owen is implying that the sleep with be unending, they will be at peace

· Owen leaves us with a deliberately ambiguous ending.

Owen’s use of onomatopoeia

Throughout Strange Meeting Owen uses onomatopoeia to stress sounds or settings 

· ‘no guns thumped’ or ‘made moan’ l.13 is a negation of sound, creating the sense of muffled silence

· ‘Boil bloody’ l.27 demands a strong sensuous response to the heat and sight but also to the implied sound of boiling

· In l. 29 the brittle repeated ‘k’ of ‘break ranks’ and ‘trek from progress’ replicates the noise of shattering

· When ‘Blood has clogged’ l.33, the sound of the word ‘clogged’ allows us to experience the thick, sticky mess of blood

· With the soft, repeated ‘w’ sound of ‘Sweet wells’ l.35, Owen allows us to imagine the taste of water and refreshes the ear

· Through the use of the soft ‘c’ and prolonged double ‘s’ of ‘Cess of war’ l.38 Owen makes the sibilance hiss out the horror of the excrement which is war

· ‘Jabbed’ l.42 is an evocative word which describes the sharp brutality of killing the enemy with a bayonet. 

The language of the King James Version of the Bible 

The cadences of this poem echo words and phrases, sentiments and verses from the King James Bible. In line 8 ‘Lifting up his hands as if to bless’ Owen uses words almost identical to those of the gospel writer Luke who tells how Christ, after his death and resurrection, lifted up his hands to bless his disciples (Luke 24:50). This is followed closely in line ten by ‘we stood in Hell’. In the Christian creed Christ is described as descending into hell after his death and before his resurrection (see Apostles Creed). Owen would have spoken these words every Sunday of his formative years. 

Notice the references in Strange Meeting to preaching, the dead, flesh and the spirit. Owen is alluding to a passage from the Bible:

‘For this cause was the gospel preached also to them that are dead, that they might be judged according to men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit.’ KJB (1 Peter 4:6) 

The monologue spoken by the German soldier is a sermon or homily on the true purpose of poetry. The sufferings of the flesh are juxtaposed with the desire of the ‘strange friend’ to pour out his spirit to ease those pains. 

Other biblical echoes include ‘The undone years’ of line fifteen suggesting the text:

‘I will repay you for the years the locusts have eaten—
  the great locust and the young locust,
  the other locusts and the locust swarm—
my great army that I sent among you.’ NIV Joel 2:25.

God is promising here to make reparation for the destruction wrought by nature, his destructive army (and a metaphorfor a human army).

 More on Owen and biblical references...: Owen’s upbringing by a very pious mother meant he had a very intimate knowledge of the Bible. His own strongly held beliefs as a child and young man would have been based on a regular reading and study of this book. Even after he gave up formal religion it would have been almost impossible for Owen to forget the textures, ideas and poetry of the King James Bible. They would be part of him.     

Other allusions

Strange Meeting is a poem rich in literary allusions, reflecting Owen’s own wide reading.

· In Dante’s Inferno Dante, like Owen, has a meeting with the dead in Hell
· Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Queen Mab provides the blood clogged chariot-wheels of line thirty four:

Where hosts stain his blood blushed chariot-wheels

· Owen’s ‘truths that lie too deep for taint’ l.36 are an echo of Wordsworth’s Intimations of Immortality in Early Childhood:

To me the meanest flower that blow can give
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.

· Oscar Wilde’s key theme in The Ballad of Reading Gaol becomes Owen’s:

Yet each man kills the thing he loves

Tone

The tone of Strange Meeting is different for each speaker.

Owen begins in a dreamlike, distant tone. There is an almost epic feel to the opening which becomes eerie as the realisation of hell dawns. The sombre tone used to describe the sleepers contrasts with the sense of the supernatural created by the ‘dead smile’ and the ‘sullen hall’ of Hell.

The German soldier’s words are initially delivered in a tone of despair. ‘The hopelessness’ of line 16 is replaced by the mood of regret of line 22:

For by my glee might many men have laughed

The mood again changes with line thirty. Here the speaker tells of what he would have done to cleanse the word. The tone is more positive. 

The final shift is from the reflective, meditative tone of the main monologue to the almost gentle, understated feel of thedenouement in line 40. Owen uses the phrase ‘my friend’ in Dulce et Decorum Est in an angry, ironic way. Here in Strange Meeting he uses it paradoxically: the ‘enemy’ is the ‘friend’. This final section brings a change of tone with nothing high-flown but plain, mostly monosyllabic language, the simplicity of fulfilment. Paradoxically again, illumination is given in the dark of the tunnel.

Even the brutality of the killing in line forty two does not break this mood and the final invitation to sleep leaves us and the protagonistsat peace.

Investigating language and tone in Strange Meeting...
· Dylan Thomas described Owen as ‘a poet for all time, all places, and all wars. There is only one war, that of men against men.’ From your reading of Strange Meeting how far do you feel Strange Meeting goes to supporting Thomas’ view?

Structure of Strange Meeting
The poem moves through four stages (represented by separate stanzas in some editions of the poem) which each deal with different aspects of the strange meeting: Owen’s descent into hell is followed by a description of hell. He then meets his ‘strange friend’ and hears his monologue on truth and poetry. Finally the dead soldier relates his killing by Owen, then invites him to sleep. 

Versification

Pararhymed couplets

The pararhyme scheme of Strange Meeting has a twofold effect on the reader

· It emphasises the seriousness of what is being said without the distraction of perfect rhymes which can sometimes trivialise the verse by their predictability

· The pararhymes jolt us with their discords. They sound ‘wrong’ because we expect the soothing regularity of true rhymes, and when these are absent we hear a tension in the poetry.

In certain couplets the first pararhyme prepares us for the second, such as ‘groined’ and ‘groaned’ in lines three and four. The first is an unusual, unexpected word but has an onomatopoeic quality to it. It sounds very like ‘groaned’. Owen achieves a similar effect with the neutral ‘hall’ anticipating the sinister ‘hell’ in lines nine and ten.

‘Moan’ and ‘mourn’ which end lines fourteen and fifteen have not only a similar auditory quality but also qualify each other. The ‘moan’ is the sound of mourning. The alliteration as in ‘groined’ and ‘groaned’ enhances the onomatopoeia. Notice that, of the twenty two couplets, fourteen have alliterative pararhymes.

Lines nineteen to twenty one have the shared ‘r’ sound of ‘hair’, ‘hour’ and ‘here’ creating a ‘triplet’. ‘Hair’ and ‘here’ match, as do the other pararhymes with the first and last sounds repeating, but the aspirate aitch does not match in ‘hour’ which is a softer, more drawn out sound suggesting the running of time, almost like a sigh. The short, hard-ended ‘hair’ and ‘here’ suggest an immediacy, almost a sense of being ‘here and gone’, which reflects the fleeting beauty of the ‘braided hair’ line nineteen.

The last line

This final word from the strange friend stands alone. There is nothing with which it rhymes but the last word ‘now’, followed by the ellipsis, creates a sense of continuity.

Investigating structure and versification in Strange Meeting...
· Owen’s use of pararhyme makes Strange Meeting a very individual poem. Make a list of the pararhymes in the poem, using colours to identify the shared sounds.

· Can you find examples of when the pararhymes Owen uses in Strange Meeting create a drop in pitch or dissonance?

Imagery, symbolism and themes

Imagery in Wild with All Regrets
Similes

In Wild with All Regrets Owen uses imagery very sparingly. When he does it is powerful and affecting. 

· ‘My fingers fidget like ten idle brats’ l.2. (Amputees often report ‘feeling’ limbs that are no longer present.) Here the digits are like lazy pupils beyond their teacher’s control.

· ‘I’d love to be a sweep’s boy, black as Town’ l.37. The capitalisation of Town means it refers to London, every building of which, in Owen’s day, was begrimed with soot and pollution from coal fires. Until the mid-nineteenth century it was the job of the ‘sweep’s boy’ to clean soot from these chimneys, blackening their own skin. This was a terrible job, yet, because it would mean life, the dying man would do it. 

Personification

Using appropriate military terminology, the dying man gives human intentionality to his incapable limbs as if they are malignantly conspiring against him l.1,2. Perhaps their mutiny has taken them over to side with Death, which is personified as an army commander whose threatening presence allows no respite for those he claims l.4 (a ‘stand at ease’ was the military order giving soldiers on parade opportunity to relax).

By contrast, the ‘Spring air’ is personified as an agent of restoration l.16-7. However, it is no match for the urgent power of the soldier’s own spirit chilling and climbing through his friend as they share in grieving for the loss of the soldier’s life.

Symbolism

· Blood: The presence or loss of blood denotes the presence or loss of life. The soldier has lost too much from his wound to carry on. As in many of Owen’s poems, blood also has overtones of religious sacrifice for the salvation of others

· Dust and dirt represent both life and death. The man will become dust after death but on the faces of even the lowliest, living ‘muck-man’ it becomes ‘dear dust’ l.26 because it speaks of tangible living

· As he recounts his life, the soldier realises that it has been dedicated to hurting and making money, ironic

 HYPERLINK "http://crossref-it.info/repository/atoz/symbol" \o "symbol" symbols of what have, in effect, been the driving forces of the war and thus the man’s death

· Breath and air are symbols which recur throughout the poem, representing life itself. Ultimately the soldier can live on only in the ‘rich breathing’ of his friend. Given that the poem was dedicated to Siegfried Sassoon, whose verse had so impressed Owen at Craiglockhart, it is perhaps he to whom a dying Owen bequeaths his spirit, trusting that his poetic voice can continue.

Investigating imagery and symbolism in Wild with All Regrets...
· Owen described this poem as a photographic record of a man dying of his wounds. How does Owen use visual imagery to understand the reality of the dying man?

· Compare Wild with All Regrets with Disabled and Mental Cases, two other poems which describe the aftermath of war. Which most gains your compassion?
· Justify your answer by examining Owen’s technique

Themes in Wild with All Regrets
· The overarching theme of this poem is death and the approach of death

· The longing for life, the desire to cling onto anything however lowly to prolong life despite great pain andsuffering is part of Owen’s universal theme of the pity of war
· Spiritual uncertainty, which was a preoccupation of Owen towards the end of his life, is also a theme of this poem. The soldier prays for life but recognises the reality of death and seems to seek continuance through a human, rather than divine, agent.

· The presence of a friend who has witnessed the soldier whole (l.7) and not forgotten him in his brokenness (lending a book to alleviate the tedium of hospital l.5) is what gives rise to the whole poem. The theme ofcamaraderie runs through many of Owen’s poems. When authority, the elements and even God appear to let them down, the men learn to depend on one another. In Wild with All Regrets the dying man wants to fuse his existence with that of his friend, so that they can share in grief at the senseless waste of human life and perhaps breathe more richly for having known each other. However, the speaker does recognise that his friend’s life will eventually move on, beyond the span of their current intimacy.

Investigating themes in Wild with All Regrets...
· Remind yourself of the poems Disabled and Mental Cases. In what ways are the themes of both poems similar to Wild with All Regrets?

· How are they different to the themes of Wild with All Regrets?

· Which of the three poems do you feel says most about war and the pity of war? Why?

