Inspection

Synopsis and commentary

Synopsis of Inspection
A private soldier is reprimanded by his commanding officer for appearing on parade in a dirty uniform. The sergeant puts him on a charge. Although the man explains afterwards that the mark on his uniform is blood seeping from a wound, the officer says that the blood is ‘dirt’. The man uses the comparison to talk about the war and the final inspection of all the dead by Field Marshal God (see Big Ideas from the Bible > Judgement). 

Commentary on Inspection
The army context 

Owen presents the event as a piece of dramatic dialogue between three ranks and the poem is underpinned by the hierarchy and discipline of the British Army. The ‘he’ of the poem is a private, the ‘I’ (Owen himself) an officer inspecting his men, supported by a sergeant, a non commissioned officer (NCO) who enforced discipline. The Field Marshal was the top rank in the army. In the poem Owen ironically equates God at the final judgement with a Field Marshal.

Inspections (when the men stood to attention on ‘parade’) took place regularly in the trenches and men were punished if they did not come up to expectation. In Inspection the soldier is ‘confined to camp’ l.5 which meant that he would not be allowed to go to the local villages to have any free time until he had served the number of days required as punishment.

Literary context

The soldier being inspected refers to the blood-stain on his uniform as a ‘damnèd spot’. This quotation was originally uttered by the murderess Lady Macbeth, in Shakespeare’s tragedyMacbeth, about her inability to wash away the taint of blood and the guilt associated with it. The soldier indicates that he is marked forever by the actions he has undertaken for the sake of war.

Investigating commentary of Inspection
· Inspection is a poem for voices and part of its power lies in the drama of the dialogue. Read the poem aloud with a few friends taking turns in reading each part.
· Discuss how you felt in each role and make a note of your findings

Language, tone and structure

Language in Inspection
Dialogue

Owen makes the poem come alive through the voices of the three men and their characteristic patterns of speech. 

· The officer, Owen himself (‘I’), is imperious and commanding. He does not address the soldier by name, merely a curt ‘You!’ followed up by the ‘You dare’ of the second line. With the onomatopoeic ‘rapped’ of line one this sets the aggressive tone of the first stanza. His language to the sergeant is more polite (‘Please’) but still impersonal. Only ‘afterwards’ when he speaks privately to the man do we see a slightly more approachable side to the officer, demonstrated by the man’s ability to explain himself more openly

· Owen uses colloquialisms to distinguish the brisk, snapping sergeant from the other two characters: ‘ ’Old yer mouth’ l.3 (hold your mouth or be quiet) and ‘I takes ’is name’ l.4. The sergeant’s brutal, ungrammatical English is in contrast with the soldier’s educated and informed speech in the final stanza

· The language Owen uses to reflect the soldier’s character is at first respectful: ‘Please, sir, it’s..’ is his attempt to reply to the officer’s rhetorical question and excuse himself. Although initially silenced by the overbearing sergeant, we discover his intelligence (quoting Shakespeare) and philosophical take on the situation in which the army finds itself, tinged with ironic bitterness at the sacrifices being demanded of the men.

Owen puts his own beliefs into the mouth of the private. The drama of the final stanza is carried by his simple but profound language in response to the officer’s statement: ‘Well, blood is dirt’ l.8. By repeating the statement in line nine Owen makes the phrase straddle the two stanzas, putting it at the centre of the poem. Where the office and the sergeant have ‘rapped’ and ‘snapped’ in stanza one, here the man ‘laughed, looking away’ line nine. This acts like a stage direction, with the reader as audience.

Tone

Part of the poem’s success lies in the range of moods which Owen introduces in such a short poem. Inspection opens with the imposed discipline of the officer and the sergeant interspersed with the polite ‘please sir’ of the man. The mood of the poem changes ‘afterwards’ when the officer and the man speak privately of the event. The tone is quite matter of fact until the man’s ironic laugh in line 9. His bitter views colour the rest of the poem.

Investigating language and tone in Inspection
· Inspection can be described as a dramatic dialogue. Compare it with The Letter, which is a dramatic monologue, and with The Dead Beat, which is another dramatic dialogue.

· Which of the three do you find most powerful and pitiful? Why?

Structure and versification in Inspection
The first two 4 line stanzas move from the inspection (in stanza one) through the identification of the ‘blood is dirt’ motif (in stanza two) to the longer third 8 line stanza in which the man reflects about war and sacrifice.

Rhythm

Owen uses punctuation and different metres to reflect the speech patterns of the three men which gives a natural, realistic sound to the poem. Although much of the poem is iambic,Inspection begins with the aggressive opening spondee of the barked ‘You! What’. That arresting double emphasis is found again when the man tries to reply (‘Please, sir’), at the start of stanza three with the soldier’s exclamation ‘Blood’s dirt’ and then the heavy symbolism of ‘Young blood[‘s]’ l.14. Whilst most of the poem alternates between pairs of tetrameters and pentameters, Owen jolts the reader by missing a final beat in l.14, then by giving an extra beat in the final line, both lines conveying the man’s concise and shocking conclusions.

Rhyme

Owen uses a very simple ab ab rhyme-scheme in the first two quatrains of Inspection, developing it into ab ab bc bc in the final octet. The officer’s onomatopoeic ‘rapped’ is echoed and supported by the sergeant’s ‘snapped’ which helps to set the aggressive tone of stanza one. The rhymes Owen uses for the soldier’s speech are much more pronounced than the ‘got’ and ‘spot’ and thepararhyme ‘parade’ and ‘said’ of the second stanza. The long vowel sounds of ‘away’, ‘clay’ give the sense of the ‘far off’ memory of where the man’s wound ‘bled’. Owen takes up the short explicit ‘ed’ sound of ‘bled’ and repeats in the ‘red’ of the boy’s cheeks and the ‘dead’ of the penultimate line. The final long rhymes in lines 14 and 16 of ‘objection’ and ‘inspection’ contrast with these short physical words both in sound and sense.

Investigating structure and versification in Inspection
· Each stanza has its own story to tell as the characters shift in importance. Trace how Owen moves the narrative on throughout the verses, shifting the significance of the characters from the officer to the man.

Imagery, symbolism and themes

Imagery and symbolism in Inspection
Blood, dirt and washing

The whole of Inspection is threaded through with the image of blood and dirt. The man is charged with being ‘dirty on parade’ and afterwards he refers to the stain as a ‘damned spot’. Owen uses this allusion to Lady Macbeth’s words in Shakespeare’s play Macbeth ambiguously:

· The soldier curses the dirt which he was unable to remove. It was ‘damned’ because it was impossible to remove and frustrated him. It damned him as it also caused him to be punished

· Owen, the officer, reports the speech to us. He is aware of the implications of guilt associated with the blood, which haunts Lady Macbeth as she tries to clean her hands while she sleep-walks. 

In Inspection blood and dirt are the same thing: according to army regulations they are both elements that soil the man’s uniform. The man is bitter as he acknowledges that, while bloodshould be seen as precious and a costly sacrifice, the army does indeed treat it (and those who offer it) as ‘dirt’. At a deeper level, Owen plays with the idea that the loss of blood equates to the loss of life and the literal and symbolic return of humans to the ‘clay’ from which the Bible asserts they were made.

Personification

The world is washing out its stains l.12

The soldier uses personification to illustrate his point about blood and dirt. The world is seen, like Lady Macbeth, to be struggling to get rid of ‘stains’ of which it is presumably guilty. The punitive world powers object to the ‘cheeks so red’ of the ‘Young’ l.13. However once the soldiers are dead they will be colourless. They will be white-washed by death in the way the army white-washed coal and other unsightly things in camp before an important inspection - the term ‘to white-wash’ implies a cover up. 

Symbolism

Symbolically, Owen uses the image of blood as a symbol for death and sacrifice. The idea of the world washing out its stains comes from the Christian symbolism of sinners being washed clean in the blood of Christ (see Big Ideas from the Bible > Blood).

The soldier ironically compares God to a Field Marshal, the top rank in the army, and the final judgement to a military parade when the whole human ‘race’ will be inspected and held accountable for its ‘stains’, particularly the way in which it has sacrificed its young.

Investigating imagery and symbolism in Inspection
· Young blood is an important symbol in Inspection. Look for references to youth / blood in Disabled and Anthem for Doomed Youth and compare the different ways in which Owen refers to it in all three poems.

· What message does he convey through these references?

Themes in Inspection
Blood

Blood is used in Inspection as a metaphor for both life and death. It speaks of both sacrifice and guilt. According to Christian understanding, only Jesus, who shed his own blood for the sake of humankind, can wash away the sins and stains accumulated by humanity. However, if God (or his church) is aligned with the Field Marshal, head of a culpable army, who is left to cleanse and absolve the world’s guilt at killing so many men?

Guilt and judgement

In Inspection Owen deals with the routines of war but juxtaposes them with the horrors suffered and sacrifices made by those involved. Although Owen gives us a portrait of himself, he recognises his lack of sympathy, his inhumanity towards the man because of the strict orders under which the war makes him live. The theme of guilt is subtly suggested here, as it is with the reference to Lady Macbeth and the final judgement. This theme of judgement ranges from what is seen by the man as a petty fault to the final judgment which will be made both on the dead and those who were responsible for their dying.

Investigating themes in Inspection
· Blood, sacrifice and guilt are the main themes in Inspection, as they are in many other of Owen’s poems. Compare this poem with the references to blood and sacrifice in Disabled
· Guilt is a more subtle theme. How does Owen present it in this poem?

· Remind yourself of The Send Off and ‘wrongs hushed up’ and the closing line of Mental Cases
· How does the theme of guilt, upon which Owen touches in these poems, compare with the theme of guilt in Inspection?

