Notes on Suicide in the Trenches

b
Title





Blunt and direct


Makes setting and fate of soldier clear from the outset








Structure, rhythm & rhyme





Simple regular structure


3 regular stanzas (quatrains) of equal length and self-contained with own theme


Rhyming couplets make each pair of lines sound complete


 8 syllables per line (iambic tetrameter) with steady rhythm like nursery rhyme


Makes it more shocking considering subject matter














Diction





Straightforward, informal language makes it easy to follow and its message direct and clear


Blunt, matter-of fact language used for how he committed suicide to make it more shocking


 Colloquial language so easily relatable and like a soldier talking: ‘smug-faced’, ‘lads’, ‘put a bullet through his brain’





Imagery & descriptive language





Stanza 1 is full of pleasant images of youth, innocence and optimism and set in summertime, emphasised by 'simple',  'boy', 'grinned', soundly', whistled' 





Contrast with stanza 2, full of negatives,  winter and harsh conditions, emphasised by 'winter trenches', cowed', 'glum', crumps', lice', lack of rum'





Use of senses to make contrast more vivid











Sound effects





Alliteration for emphasis


Sibilance sounds soft, like snoring


Bs are hard plosives and sound like a bullet being fired





Tone





Positive and optimistic in stanza 1


Matter-of-fact in stanza 2, shockingly when told 'he put a bullet through his brain'


Irony that ‘no one spoke of him again’


Bitter and sarcastic in Stanza 3 and deliberately insulting 


Begins with 'I' to make it personal


Ends with 'you' and imperative to directly address a particular audience to be ashamed








Message





War is Hell for those fighting in it


It destroys youth and innocence


Those who encourage young men to join should feel guilty and responsible for their deaths





Content





Narrative poem, 1st person from personal experience


Stanza 1: Before the war, the boy is innocent, optimistic and happy


Stanza 2: Contrasts with his horrible, depressing life in the trenches which leads him to kill himself


Stanza 3: Criticises people back in the UK who encourage young men to join the army and should be ashamed by what they do








Suicide in the Trenches





I knew a simple soldier boy�Who grinned at life in empty joy,�Slept soundly through the lonesome dark,�And whistled early with the lark.                    





In winter trenches, cowed and glum,


With crumps and lice and lack of rum,�He put a bullet through his brain.�No one spoke of him again.                                           





You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye� Who cheer when soldier lads march by,� Sneak home and pray you'll never know


The hell where youth and laughter go.








