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FOREWORD

 The so-called ‘trench poets of World War One sought to deal 
with the horrors and visceral experiences of the first truly 
mechanized war in their own unique ways. Siegfried Sassoon 
is remembered as one who attempted to pierce the veil of 
what he saw as the complacency of those safe on the ‘Home 
Front’ by forcing his readers to confront and share – even at 
one remove – the reality of those horrors through a poetry 
that was graphic and unremitting in its scathing irony. For 
those readers brought up on the sensibilities of the Georgian 
era immediately preceding the conflict, this was often too 
great a shift. As such, history has tended to dismiss Sassoon 
as unworthy of a place in the anthologies of English poetry.

Mike Liddell’s study attempts to rethink what he calls the 
‘received opinion’ of Sassoon’s worth by examining what 
elements of Sassoon’s poetry helped create that opinion and 
the judgment of contemporary and later critics. It focuses on 
those events which shaped Sassoon’s attitude and output, 
showing how they both influenced and altered his feelings 
about the moral basis of the war, resulting in his (in)famous 
‘Soldier’s Declaration’ that caused the Army to officially 
assess him as a ‘lunatic’.
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After a general analysis of Sassoon’s poetry, Liddell offers a 
detailed commentary on three poems. Here he suggests that 
the decision to send Sassoon to Craiglockhart Hospital in 
Edinburgh was just as much politically convenient as 
medically possible, and shows that the best of Sassoon’s work 
explores the boundaries between perception and reality. By 
looking closely at how he uses language to create a visual and 
moral world that undercuts the jingoistic propaganda of the 
time Liddell further argues that poetry became a personal 
catharsis for Sassoon, helping him get through the daily 
horrors he confronted.

Sassoon Agonistes is a riveting voyage of discovery through the 
pressures that shaped a poet. It immerses the reader in what 
becomes a psychological profile as much as an exercise in 
literary criticism or an example of how to ‘read’ poetry, and 
reveals a man who, for all his faults, was increasingly 
propelled by the conviction that the war was morally wrong. 
Sassoon’s poetry is an attempt, in its own small way, to fight 
against the prevailing view of a ‘just’ war. Sassoon’s vision as 
reflected in his poetry, intertwined with a pacifist movement 
that still resonates today, is a sobering indictment of man’s 
inhumanity to man.

There is no doubt that this wonderfully written and 
revelatory exposé will inform and inspire. But it is one of 
Liddell’s observations early on that, in the mind of this 
humble reader, brings to light the most valuable and lasting 
counsel: even the most readily available facts in life can get 

lost in obscurity over time, eventually being replaced by 
notions that are misleading versions of the original truth. It is 
a reflection worth remembering, especially when seen in the 
context of Sassoon’s work - and our own times. 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PREFACE
∏

SASSOON 
AGONISTES 

One of the advantages of growing older is 
the opportunity to look back over the 
events and ideas that shaped the earlier 
self and the eager self-confidence that 
youth brings in its train. Sometimes one 
can be pleasantly surprised to find that 
one still essentially agrees with that 
younger incarnation; more often, it offers 
a sense of wonderment that that half-
formed being managed to survive and 
occasional ly prosper. But always 
underpinning the exercise is the hope 
that, on reflection, somehow one managed 
to grow up rather than merely grow older. 
What follows is a brief description of one 
such attempt to reassess something I’d 
always taken for granted. 



HOW TO DIE

Dark clouds are smouldering into red 
While down the craters morning burns.  
The dying soldier shifts his head  
To watch the glory that returns;  
He lifts his fingers toward the skies  
Where holy brightness breaks in flame;  
Radiance reflected in his eyes,  
And on his lips a whispered name. 

You’d think, to hear some people talk, That 
lads go West with sobs and curses,  
And sullen faces white as chalk, Hankering 
for wreaths and tombs and hearses.  
But they’ve been taught the way to do it  
Like Christian soldiers; not with haste And 
shuddering groans; but passing through it  
With due regard for decent taste. 

SECTION 1
∏

One of the advantages of growing older is the opportunity to look back over 
the events and ideas that shaped the earlier self and the eager self-confidence 
that youth brings in its train. Sometimes one can be pleasantly surprised to find 
that one still essentially agrees with that younger incarnation; more often, it 
offers a sense of wonderment that that half-formed being managed to survive 
and occasionally prosper. But always underpinning the exercise is the hope 
that, on reflection, somehow one managed to grow up rather than merely grow 
older. What follows is a brief description of one such attempt to reassess 
something I’d always taken for granted. 

As so often happens, it was a process started spontaneously by serendipitous 
happenstance. Some ten years ago (in May 2007, to be precise), the BBC and 
various British newspapers reported - with some apparent excitement - that 
the Military Cross awarded to Siegfried Sassoon almost exactly ninety years 
earlier, in May 1916, had been found. The Evening Standard of 9th May 
opened its report as follows: 

“The long-lost gallantry award of Siegfried Sassoon – the soldier-poet 
whose First World War heroics stirred the emotions and conscience of a 

nation – has been found in an attic.” 

It piqued my interest – over the years I had taught some of Sassoon’s trench 
poetry to students at various levels and ages – and usually in comparison with 
some of his contemporaries, especially Wilfred Owen. So the news seemed to 
be one of the better human interest stories that help fill the demands of the 
modern twenty-four hour cycle. 
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Four paragraphs later, however, it became clear that the 
reason for the story was not so much to report news per se 
but rather to promote news of an upcoming auction – not so 
much journalism, then, as advertising puff: 

“The actual medal, together with Sassoon’s identification 
tag, is expected to fetch up to £25,000 at Christie’s in 

London on June 6.” 

Even the casual reader would probably have realised at this 
point that the medal had almost certainly been discovered 
much earlier and that this “news” item was merely a part of a 
wider money-raising venture - as described in the 
penultimate paragraph of the piece: 

“From the Sassoon library, the family is also selling the 
annotated press cuttings book of T E Lawrence, expected 

to fetch up to £15,000, and Siegfried Sassoon’s first 
edition copy of Robert Graves’s Goodbye to all That, 
embellished throughout by Sassoon with sardonic 

comments (£12,000).” 

The following day, on 10th May, when reading my ‘local’ 
paper The Scotsman, I came across essentially the same 
details as in The Evening Standard in what was either a 
simple copy-and-paste-with-a-little-editing of that first story 
or more likely a slightly different working of an original PR 
release; and with that admirable economy of effort which is 
so marked a feature of modern journalism, Scotland on 
Sunday told us a few weeks later (on 27th May) that “a 

private deal” had been struck between the Royal Welch 
Fusiliers Museum Trust and the poet’s grand- daughter 
Kendall Sassoon and her family which “ensures the medal 
will not leave Britain”. 

According to the basic story repeated across the various 
newspapers, the medal was actually found in a “treasure 
chest” in the attic at Benbuie Lodge on the Isle of Mull by 
the step-son of Sassoon’s only son George – one Robert 
Pulvertaft, who was quoted thus: 

“I had no idea it even existed. Like most people, I thought 
it had been thrown into the Mersey.” 

Clearly, the original (and/or presumptive) PR release had 
pointedly referred to the famous (or infamous) events of 
July 1917, when Sassoon issued his statement against the 
war – “A Soldier’s Declaration” – and reportedly threw his 
medal into the River Mersey at Formby while walking along 
the dunes there. The Scotland on Sunday story of 27th May 
spread the ignorance even wider than Pulvertaft’s 
(mis)understanding of what happened: 

“For years the family of Siegfried Sassoon believed he had 
hurled his Military Cross into the River Mersey in protest 

over the First World War.” 
(my italics)  

For me this was a step too far. My immediate response (aged 
cynic that I am) was that the idea that Sassoon’s family were 
unaware of the truth of the matter seemed a little too 
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convenient, especially when used as here to underline the 
drama and importance of the find. It was impossible to 
believe that none of the family had bothered to read 
Sassoon’s very specific account of his actions at Formby in 
his “Memoirs of an Infantry Officer”, where he describes 
shaking his clenched fist at the sky and then: 

“Feeling no better for that, I ripped the MC ribbon off my 
tunic and threw it into the mouth of the Mersey. Weighted 
with significance though this action was, it would have felt 

more conclusive had the ribbons been heavier. As it was, 
the poor little thing fell weakly on the water and floated 

away as though aware of its own futility.” 
(my italics) 

Despite my reservations – and disappointment at the various 
manipulations surrounding the release of this information - I 
wondered whether there was nonetheless a potential lesson 
here. Perhaps even easily verifiable facts can become 
obscured over time, their clarity gradually veneered layer by 
layer via the lens of memory and interpretation until 
eventually they blur into received opinion – and nobody 
thinks to check the primary sources. 

Which is why I was prompted to revisit after some fifty years 
as much of Sassoon’s First World War poetry as I could find 
and contemporary and subsequent criticism, because I 
wondered how much my own sense of his achievement had 
actually been more constructed by the discourse of received 
opinion over the years rather than by any really active 

consideration on my part; and my apparent opinion (that 
while he was definitely modern in technique attitude and 
execution, and capable of brilliant effects, he was at root little 
more than a satirist who was content to work within a limited 
albeit effective range) was actually nothing more than a 
product of complacent laziness rather than valid insight. 

In short, was this easy and reductive view of Sassoon’s 
trench poetry in fact worthy of some element of reappraisal? 
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CHAPTER 2
∏

THE POWER OF 
OPINION

Everyone Sang
BY SIEGFRIED SASSOON 

Everyone suddenly burst out singing;
And I was filled with such delight
As prisoned birds must find in freedom,
Winging wildly across the white
Orchards and dark-green fields; on - on - and 
out of sight.

Everyone's voice was suddenly lifted;
And beauty came like the setting sun:
My heart was shaken with tears; and horror
Drifted away ... O, but Everyone
Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the 
singing will never be done.



 
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. 

SECTION 2
∏

The power of received opinion quickly asserted itself when I looked for 
Sassoon in the various collections of 20th Century English poetry that litter 
the shelves of my study. To take just three random examples some fifty years 
apart (Michael Roberts’ 1936 edition of The Faber Book of Modern Verse, 
John Hayward’s 1956 edition of The Penguin Book of English Verse and the 
1982 selection of writings Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes included in The 
Rattle Bag), I discovered that Sassoon appears in none while his chief 
contemporary Wilfred Owen merits seven, one and five poems respectively – 
‘Strange Meeting’ being the only poem in all three, with ‘Exposure’ and 
‘Futility’ common to the other two - which by one measure suggests 
agreement for only three poems out of Owen’s canon. Trench poetry is not 
especially treasured, apparently. 

[Sassoon is not alone in being ignored, of course. Catherine Reilly in her 1981 
Scars Upon My Heart, Women’s Poetry and Verse of the First World War came 
to the conclusion that, if identified by virtue of the fact of being alive at the 
time and having at least one poem published about the war, then there were 
some 2225 British ‘war poets’. In 1991 Anne Powell, using a similar definition 
in her A Deep Cry: A Literary Pilgrimage to the Battlefields and Cemeteries of 
First World War British Soldier-Poets Killed in Northern France and Flanders, 
counted some 66 British ‘soldier-poets’ killed on active service on the Western 
Front. Clearly, what Jon Silkin terms “the dead weight of the evaluating 
attitude” has squeezed the vast majority of this writing to the same dust as 
the authors themselves.] 
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Now it is very clear that one of the difficulties of so- called 
trench poetry is that, because the subject matter is so 
powerful and affective, it is often impossible to separate it 
from its context. Poetry, like other attempts to grapple with 
the world, only becomes art when it transcends the context 
which created it. If it remains trapped within its boundaries 
then it is simply another mode of expression (though I found 
through my rereading of his work that one of the abiding and 
attractive qualities of Sassoon’s poetry is his intense effort to 
try to find a way of using language appropriately to represent 
the dreadful distortions that industrial warfare wreaked upon 
the landscape and the people in it). 

It is, then, as if the First World War created such a strong 
gravitational field that the poetry it inspired seldom escaped 
its overpowering darkness and the distinct interpretive 
community of readers who shared a common background of 
fear, loss and bereavement – and who read the poetry exactly 
as Owen described his own response to Sassoon in a letter to 
his mother on 15 August 1917: “(and am feeling) at a very 
high pitch of emotion.” 

Equally, of course, the context also created what we might 
term a distinct creative community of writers who shared the 
same themes, images, techniques and rhetoric – because just 
as the First World War can be seen as the first industrial 
conflict so there is a sense in which its impact and processes 
shaped what might be seen as an equivalent production line 
or industrialisation of verse created out of the same raw 

material – which Middleton Murry for one thought 
dangerous, in that it might pass current as poetry when all it 
had was “the element of poetical popularity, for it 
produces an immediate impression”. (He was thinking of 
Sassoon, but the comment applies to others.) Edmund 
Gosse’s response was to accuse Sassoon of not always 
thinking correctly or recording impressions “with proper 
circumspection” – presumably because details of what it was 
actually like to fight and die in such horrible circumstances 
were (to use a commonplace Government term) 
“confidential”. 

However much I am tempted to disagree with such 
comments as too redolent of academic elitism and/or total 
lack of any sense of the horrific actuality of the trench 
warfare being described, it is undeniable that this sense of 
“immediate impression” is most certainly a defining 
characteristic of Sassoon’s poetry – he is a supremely visual 
writer. Owen called his poetry “trench life sketches”, which 
besides its emphasis on the visual is also useful in reminding 
us that poetic attempts to describe the experience of modern 
warfare grew from moments snatched out of tumult and 
confusion and the best of them recognised the need – as 
already suggested - to try to develop a language appropriate 
for the context. For critics brought up on the established 
criteria of what constituted ‘poetry’ Sassoon’s technique of 
creating vivid pictures in a few short strokes was definitely 
problematic (despite its kinship with contemporary 
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movements in painting, where unfinished brushwork was 
interpreted as a sign of documentary or spiritual realism). 

But Sassoon’s contemporary critics are by no means alone in 
their hesitations: later ones such as Philip Hobsbaum and 
Bernard Bergonzi temper their praise too. Hobsbaum 
observes that he is not sure whether Sassoon’s technique “is 
equal to his sensibility”, while Bergonzi sums up his feelings 
in his comments on Sassoon’s 1918 collection Counter-Attack 
and Other Poems thus: 

“Sassoon remains fundamentally a poet of narrow but 
direct effects: his language is hard, clear, sharply defined, 
rather than suggestive or capable of the associative effects 

of a poet of larger resources. On the whole, Sassoon 
remained aware of his limitations and did not attempt a 

profundity that was beyond him: his gifts were, pre-
eminently, those of a satirist, and it was in satire that he 

excelled.” 

These assessments are clearly perceptive and precise, and 
undoubtedly they helped shape my younger self’s approach 
to and evaluation of Sassoon’s work. But the intervening 
decades since my opinion was first formed have lent weight 
to the interesting qualifications which catch my attention 
today: Gosse saying that Sassoon may not have always 
thought correctly, and Bergonzi saying that on the whole 
Sassoon did not attempt profundity. They introduce the 
realisation that the older one gets the more one is aware of 

how the apparently simple black-and-white is actually subtly 
created by infinite shades of grey. 

And so it was that my re-reading of Sassoon’s trench poetry 
(some of which I will deconstruct in detail at another time) 
and its contemporary and later criticism revealed a much 
more complex situation than I had been happy to accept 
decades ago. For example, one intriguing aspect of Sassoon 
that re-emerged is the relationship between his poetry and 
his developing vision of the war as betrayal, which in turn 
increasingly expressed itself through a personal rhetoric of 
horror that moved beyond the terror and nightmare of 
physical circumstance into a more profound conviction that 
war was morally wrong. It was never quite pacifism – defeat 
would mean real loss of real privilege – but it represented a 
fundamental shift in attitude. 

This might best be illustrated by returning to the suspected 
advertising puff of my opening comments and its reference to 
the infamous “A Soldier’s Declaration” of July 1917 where 
Sassoon – whose wealth and privilege and social status far 
outstripped those of his contemporary officer poets – moved 
beyond rhetoric and moral conviction into action: 

“I am making this statement as an act of willful defiance of 
military authority, because I believe that the War is being 

deliberately prolonged by those who have the power to 
end it. I am a soldier, convinced that I am acting on behalf of 
soldiers. I believe that this War, upon which I entered as a 
war of defence and liberation, has now become a war of 
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aggression and conquest. I believe that the purposes for 
which I and my fellow soldiers entered upon this War 
should have been so clearly stated as to have made it 

impossible to change them, and that, had this been done, 
the objects which actuated us would now be attainable by 

negotiation. I have seen and endured the sufferings of the 
troops, and I can no longer be a party to prolonging those 
sufferings for ends which I believe to be evil and unjust. I 

am not protesting against the conduct of the War, but 
against the political errors and insincerities for which the 

fighting men are being sacrificed. On behalf of those who 
are suffering now I make this protest against the 

deception which is being practised on them; Also I believe 
that it may help to destroy the callous complacency with which 

the majority of those at home regard the continuance of 
agonies which they do not share and which they have not 

sufficient imagination to realize.”  
(my italics) 

Even given the fact that Sassoon was encouraged in this 
statement by such influential pacifists as Lady Ottoline 
Morrell, Bertrand Russell and John Middleton Murry it is 
a remarkable action by a serving officer, a genuine war hero 
defecting from his own social caste and the instincts of 
education and upbringing and making a judgement on them 
in a very public way. 

The italicised lines above reveal Sassoon’s fundamental 
concerns: his conviction that the soldiers at the Front needed 

someone to speak on their behalf about a perceived betrayal 
by the political and industrial elite; and his other self-
appointed role of redressing through his writing the general 
public’s lack of knowledge and imagination about the 
“agonies” the soldiers suffered. It seems to me that these two 
roles and the consequent potential conflicts between them 
profoundly and inevitably impacted on his poetry; how can 
Sassoon the soldier be accommodated by Sassoon the poet? 
What will be the appropriate balance between them for any 
given poem? 

Virginia Woolf recognised the duality:

“At the same time, it is difficult to judge him 
dispassionately as a poet, because it is impossible to 

overlook the fact that he writes as a soldier. It is a fact, 
indeed, that he forces upon you, as if it were a matter of 

indifference to him whether you called  
him poet or not.” 

This holds true today. In terms of the poetry these twin 
polarities certainly complicate and possibly weaken any 
wider artistic merit, especially in his shorter pieces. In his 
perceptive discussion of “Mr Sassoon’s War Verses” 
Middleton Murry goes a long way to pinning down the 
nature of this weakness: 

“There is a value in this direct transcription of plain, 
unvarnished fact; but there is another truth more valuable 
still. One may convey the chaos of immediate sensation by 
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a chaotic expression, as does Mr Sassoon. But the 
unforgettable horror of an inhuman experience can only 
be rightly rendered by rendering also its relation to the 
harmony and calm of the soul which it shatters. In this 

context alone can it appear with that sudden shock to the 
imagination which is overwhelming. The faintest discord 

in a harmony has within it an infinity of disaster, which no 
confusion of notes, however wild and various and loud, 

can possibly suggest. It is on this that the wise saying that 
poetry is emotion recollected in tranquillity is so firmly 
based, for the quality of an experience can only be given 

by reference to the ideal condition of the human 
consciousness which it disturbs with pleasure or pain. But 
in Mr Sassoon’s verses it is we who are left to create for 

ourselves the harmony of which he gives us only the 
moment of its annihilation. It is we who must be the poets 

and the artists if anything enduring is to be made of his 
work. He gives us only the data ...” 

Despite the aforementioned ignorance of the actuality of this 
kind of warfare – as if Sassoon or any other war poet could 
find an adequate “tranquillity” through which to recollect 
emotion – there is some truth here, insofar as it goes. But it 
ignores (because of Middleton Murry’s genuine ignorance of 
the physical, psychological and spiritual devastation being 
perpetrated in France) the greater truth – that ‘poetry’, as 
Middleton Murry understands the term, is incapable of 
describing or encompassing the reality Sassoon and others 

are dealing with. Their writings demonstrate that the old 
definitions are no longer fit for purpose. Although the 
“associative effects” of language which Bergonzi finds 
lacking in Sassoon could clearly find a powerful place in 
trench 

poetry (one thinks immediately of Owen’s Anthem for 
Doomed Youth) it might well be the case that, for Sassoon, 
any associative effects of language were turned back into his 
twin purposes of trying to tell as plainly as possible the awful 
reality of this modern warfare and weaponry and the need to 
speak truth to power by attacking those who were content to 
let millions die and be injured in pursuit of that power. For 
much if not all of his writing any associative effects 
reverberate back and forth within the structure and purpose 
of the individual poem rather than seek to strike chords 
beyond it. 

The situation is complicated further by Sassoon’s own 
nature. As Robert Graves pointed out, Sassoon as a soldier 
was “a fire-eater”, “Mad Jack”, a man of action and 
intensity and explosive courage. This personal mode of being 
inevitably carries over into his writing where in a few brief 
angry strokes he sketches his perceptions in just that same 
active, intense and explosive style. If we accept Owen’s 
definition of Sassoon’s writing as “trench life sketches” then 
it is perhaps not too distorting to think of that writing as first 
cousin to (though much darker than) Bruce Bairnsfather’s 
cartoons of Army life. It is in this quality that a further 

13



complication arises, because one of the consequences of the 
cartoon is that, while often offering a crystallised underlying 
truth it can also present a simplified or polemical one – 
whose abruptness, while part of the attraction and impact, 
contains the seeds of its own limitations. 

This drive towards simplification and polemic is apparent in 
Sassoon’s preparatory notes for the Declaration, where he 
certainly distills his thoughts in a more abrupt form: 

“Fighting men are victims of conspiracy among (a) 
politicians; (b) military caste; (c) people who are making 

money out of the war.” 

I do not think it is going too far to suggest that this drive 
underpins a crucial (but not at all simple or simplistic) 
difficulty in Sassoon’s writing – the tendency towards 
simplification pushes him to identify themes too specifically, 
turning his subjects into targets rather than resonant ideas 
that work upon the sympathetic imagination of different 
audiences over time and in different places – which might 
stand as a measurement of artistic achievement. 

Examples of this can be found in various shorter and more 
brutal poems which exactly address these three named 
conspirators: the politicians in pieces like Fight to a Finish; 
the military caste in such verses as The General and Base 
Details; and the baying others in such angry outbursts as 
Blighters. Arresting as these can be in their deeply personal 
heartfelt rage and lashing barbed- wire irony – often brilliant 

freeze-frame images which capture the moment as well as the 
indignation – it can be argued that ultimately they are too 
specific and too locked into their own circumstances to 
reverberate beyond their immediate context. This is the 
problem H.W. Massingham addressed in 1917: 

“It is no reflection upon him to say that these war-verses 
are not poetry, that they have nothing to do with poetry, 
because we dare venture that he would probably agree 

with us. Nor are they (to go to the other extreme) simply 
a convenient instrument for vehement rhetoric and 

declamation. In a word, they are epigrams – modern 
epigrams, thrown deliberately into the harsh, peremptory, 

colloquial kind of versification which we have so often 
mistaken for poetry.” 
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It’s clear that Massingham’s “epigrams” (usually defined 
along the lines of concise, pointed satirical verse focussed on 
a single thought or event) are essentially synonymous with 
Owen’s “trench life sketches” and my reference above to 
Bairnsfather’s cartoons. As such they crackle with energy, 
the pre-cursor of the modern political ‘sound bite’. Take the 
savage twist on Lloyd- George’s famous phrase in Fight to a 
Finish: 

The boys came back. Bands played and flags were flying,
And Yellow-Pressmen thronged the sunlit street
To cheer the soldiers who’d refrained from dying,
And hear the music of returning feet.
‘Of all the thrills and ardours War has brought,
This moment is the finest.’ (So they thought.) 

Snapping their bayonets on to charge the mob,
Grim Fusiliers broke ranks with glint of steel,
At last the boys had found a cushy job.
I heard the Yellow-Pressmen grunt and squeal;
And with my trusty bombers turned and went
To clear those Junkers out of Parliament.

In such poems Sassoon the poet lays out his armoury of 
acutely visual, finely modulated language across a number of 
registers, a deeply personal heartfelt rage, and a lashing 
barbed-wire irony to powerful effect. The polemic is simple 
and powerful, and comes from Sassoon the soldier: the real 

enemies are the Press and the politicians, for it is they who 
have promoted the War. 

Here we can see how Sassoon’s associative effects ricochet 
around within the self-enclosed lines - brilliantly using the 
actual term for sensationalist journalism to suggest its lack of 
moral and physical courage, contrasting “Yellow-Pressmen” 
and their salacious interest in “thrills and ardours” with 
“Grim Fusiliers” who know the truth first-hand. It is not for 
nothing that the journalists “grunt and squeal” as they are 
impaled upon the bayonets, for they do not deserve the status 
of human beings. The casual use of Army slang – “the boys 
had found a cushy job” – prepares the notion of the lack of 
faith in the political class, the epithet “trusty” applied not to 
them but to the bombers who will seek them out, “those 
Junkers” – another incisive linguistic twist, aligning the 
British ruling class with their German counterparts. 
Although Sassoon demonstrates a poet’s sensitivity – and 
perhaps most especially and movingly in the anguished 
despair of “the soldiers who’d refrained from dying” – this 
is the poetry of rage expressed through poetic intelligence. 
Middleton Murry and other contemporary critics sensed this 
but could not see how the exigencies and horror of modern 
warfare impacted on and shaped that expression. 

We see that same savage intelligence at work in another 
bitter indictment of the general indifference (as Sassoon sees 
it) of the general public at home: Blighters. Written after a 
visit to the Liverpool Hippodrome, the very precise title 
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allows Sassoon to play with many resonances throughout the 
two verses around the idea of ‘Blighty’ (the soldiers’ term for 
‘home’) – immediately the reader interprets that those who 
stay at home are ‘blighters’ (and therefore both ‘rogues’ and 
‘those who blight’), members of a society rotten with decay 
(and who, we discover at the end, make jokes about dead 
soldiers). It should be no surprise, then, to come face to face 
with Sassoon at his most venomous and unforgiving as he 
looks on with horror at the ugly truth of the war hysteria he 
sees beneath an evening at the music hall: 

The House is crammed: tier beyond tier they grin
And cackle at the Show, while prancing ranks
Of harlots shrill the chorus, drunk with din;
‘We’re sure the Kaiser loves our dear old Tanks!’
I’d like to see a Tank come down the stalls,
Lurching to rag-time tunes, or ‘Home, sweet Home’,
And there’d be no more jokes in Music-halls
To mock the riddled corpses round Bapaume.

The word-play of the title is continued in trademark Sassoon 
style: “The House” has possibly a faint reference to 
Parliament as well as being the technical term for the theatre; 
“the Show” is both the entertainment but also Army-speak 
for a military engagement; “the stalls” are both the seats in 
the theatre but also build on the animal “cackle” to suggest 
that the drunken audience is less than human (even the 
chorus line is described as “prancing ... harlots” whose 
sound is “shrill”). Also as usual, he weights the imagery with 

moral shadings – the dancers are “harlots” – and strongly 
identifies himself with the soldiers of all sides in the conflict 
(the “riddled corpses round Bapaume” are clearly not just 
British) rather than with the civilians on whose behalf they 
are supposed to be fighting. Indeed, here he goes even 
further in his vision of the tank massacring the audience to 
“rag-time tunes” (with perhaps just a hint of the shattering 
fraying effect of the machine gun) and “’Home, sweet 
Home’” (another reference back to the title) – an image 
tightened by the marriage of the clumsy tank’s erratic jerky 
movement and the syncopated rhythms of the music in the 
resonant verb “Lurching”. 

Although such skillful and controlled writing clearly reveals 
what we might term Sassoon’s poetic credentials, his 
awareness of and sensitivity to the ways in which expression 
creates meaning, this kind of flash-bulb intensity cannot and 
does not have any meaningful or deeper reverberative 
impact: the hostility and alienation of Sassoon’s response to 
the audience within Blighters inevitably leaks out into the 
response of the other outside audience – that of the reader, 
who in turn feels somewhat alienated from the poet as well as 
from what he describes. 

(I propose to examine Sassoon’s excoriating comments on 
the Army in more detail later, as Base Details offers us some 
useful pointers as to just how skilled a poet Sassoon was even 
if he was often too much the soldier to capitalise on it as fully 
as he might have done.) 
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The sense of alienated struggle that marks so much of 
Sassoon’s poetry is delineated perhaps most strongly in The 
Hero, written the year before his Declaration and just a few 
months after the death of his close friend David Thomas – a 
circumstance poignantly significant, I feel, shaping verses 
which illustrate the difficulties arising out of the twin 
polarities underpinning his writing, where poetic control and 
military bluntness wrestle their way across the page, 
exacerbated by a very personal sense of loss. 

A three-verse exploration of the meeting between an officer 
and the mother of a dead colleague the poem is, on the face 
of it, the kind of universal situation of bereavement which 
Owen later explored (with Sassoon’s help and guidance)so 
effectively in Anthem For Doomed Youth. But here Sassoon 
was clearly more concerned with anti-propaganda polemic 
than poetry at a time when his mood was so dark that his 
commanders refused to let him go on the daily raids across 
No Man’s Land and which, as has already been mentioned, 
caused Graves to call him “Mad Jack” (a fascinatingly ironic 
name in the context of the poem, as we shall see). The 
constant struggle to maintain equilibrium between poetic 
control and military bluntness is structured by this mood, 
and reflected in the verse primarily in the growing sense that 
there is something akin to Owen’s poem fighting desperately 
to escape the constrictions of the polemic – but ultimately 
failing to do so because Sassoon is more concerned to pin 
down the argument about the artificiality of socially 

constructed role-playing than he is to explore and encompass 
the common humanity of the encounter he describes: 

‘Jack fell as he’d have wished,’ the Mother said,
And folded up the letter that she’d read.
‘The Colonel writes so nicely.’ Something broke
In the tired voice that quavered to a choke.
She half looked up. ‘We mothers are so proud
Of our dead soldiers.’ Then her face was bowed.

Quietly the Brother Officer went out.
He’d told the poor old dear some gallant lies
That she would nourish all her days, no doubt.
For while he coughed and mumbled, her weak eyes
Had shone with gentle triumph, brimmed with joy,
Because he’d been so brave, her glorious boy.

He thought how ‘Jack’, cold-footed, useless swine,
Had panicked down the trench that night the mine
Went up at Wicked Corner; how he’d tried
To get sent home, and how, at last, he died,
Blown to small bits. And no one seemed to care
Except that lonely woman with white hair.

Interestingly, Sassoon was acutely aware that the poem 
would not be received well, however important the argument 
it presented. Indeed, he referred to the poem (and almost 
especially the final verse, one feels) as “thoughtfully 
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caddish” despite being “pathetically true” – and “the 
average Englishman will hate it”. He apparently made no 
attempt to get it published in his usual range of magazines 
and periodicals at the time, publishing it only in the small 
circulation anti-war magazine The Cambridge Journal and – 
again, interestingly – did not include it in those later 
anthologies over which he had some editorial control. 

I hope that it is apparent even from these brief comments 
that if Sassoon is ultimately assessed as being unable to 
escape the constrictions of the war which was the wellspring 
of his work it is a more complex failure than history - in the 
form of exclusion from anthologies - has suggested. He was 
without doubt a serious and gifted writer – and, pace 
Bernard Bergonzi – certainly capable of offering some 
measure of profundity; as I will attempt to demonstrate when 
considering three of his poems in more detail at a later date. 
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