

[image: ]



POEMS of the

GREAT WAR

An Anthology

1914–1918


[image: ]


A Running Press® Miniature Edition™

© 2014 by Running Press

All rights reserved under the Pan-American and International Copyright Conventions

This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher.

The proprietary trade dress, including the size and format, of this Running Press® Miniature Edition™ is the property of Running Press. It may not be used or reproduced without the express written permission of Running Press.

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Digit on the right indicates the number of this printing

Library of Congress Control Number: 2013934594

ISBN 978-0-7624-5335-1

Running Press Book Publishers

A Member of the Perseus Books Group

2300 Chestnut Street

Philadelphia, PA19103-4371

Visit us on the web!

www.runningpress.com


Introduction

The poets of World War I, “The Great War,” continue to hold a distinctive place in modern English literature. This generation of “Soldier Poets” was eager to reveal the brutal realities of war in an honest and straightforward manner. Eschewing the romanticized themes and language of the Victorian poets, their writing emerged as reportage with a new style that was unadorned, immediate. What had once been celebrated as a courageous military feat in a poem like Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade” was now transformed to a heartless depiction of humanity in Wilfred Owen’s “Anthem of Doomed Youth”—“What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?” Underscoring the soulless nature of the modern industrial era, this new generation’s bleak message was clear: war is merciless, death is senseless.

At the height of the war, this stark poetry was immensely popular. Hundreds of thousands of poems were written and published in those years between 1914 and 1918. Yet only a few hundred poems have endured. Most of the poets represented in this anthology experienced the war firsthand, part of a crop of well-educated young men serving in battle, often with literary aspirations. The careers of a few such as Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, Ivor Gurney, and Herbert Read were launched, their reputations enduring throughout much of the twentieth century. Yet tragically, several others were killed in battle or died of disease or infection: Rupert Brooke, Charles Hamilton Sorley, Edward Thomas, Isaac Rosenberg, Wilfred Owen, John McCrae; their talent and immense potential woefully cut short. Even the older men who did not serve in combat—already-established writers like Rudyard Kipling and Thomas Hardy—were deeply affected by loss, overcome by the sense of despair that permeated the consciousness of the country. “Sorrows manifold,” Hardy wrote on the signing of the Armistice, November 11, 1918, “Among the young, among the weak and old, And the pensive Spirit of Pity whispered, ‘Why?’”
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John Masefield

(1878–1967)

August, 1914

John Masefield

How still this quiet

    cornfield is to-night!

By an intenser glow the

    evening falls,

Bringing, not darkness, but

    a deeper light;

Among the stooks a

    partridge covey calls.
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The windows glitter on the

    distant hill;

Beyond the hedge the

    sheep-bells in the fold

Stumble on sudden music

    and are still;

The forlorn pine woods

    droop above the wold.
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An endless quiet valley

    reaches out

Past the blue hills into the

    evening sky;

Over the stubble, cawing,

    goes a rout

Of rooks from harvest,

    flagging as they fly.
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So beautiful it is, I never
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