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Some Longer Poems about World War II 

 

I’m going to argue later in this essay that many of the best poems about the Second World War were long 

poems unresponsive to the needs of both anthologist and school teacher, sometimes written well after 

the conflict itself, and mostly by non-combatants. General opinion has it that most poetry written by 

those who fought or trained to fight was inferior to that of Owen, Sassoon, and Rosenberg written during 

World War I. In the desert war, there was of course Keith Douglas; there were the one-off successes of 

F.T. Prince’s “Soldiers Bathing” and, from the training camp, Henry Reed’s “Naming of Parts,” along 

with latecomer James Fenton’s “A German Requiem.” The celebrated poems about the London blitz are 

by Eliot, Thomas, and Sitwell. H.D.’s Trilogy is part of that history but little read until quite recently, 

and Lynette Roberts. Gods with Stainless Ears was lost for decades immediately after its publication. 

Certain ambitious poems by other modernists count for much: Pound’s Pisan Cantos, Bunting’s The 

Spoils, parts of David Jones’s The Anathemata, Marianne Moore’s “In Distrust of Merits,” and some 

remarkable moments in Oppen’s “On Being Numerous.” Among American “middle generation” poets, 

Robert Lowell, who first attempted to enlist and then, when saturation bombing of Germany began, went 

to jail as a conscientious objector, published his early masterpiece, the elegy for his sailor cousin, “A 

Quaker Graveyard in Nantucket, ” just a year before Auden’s The Age of Anxiety. It is perhaps the best 

English language poem of its length engaging World War II written so very soon after the German 

surrender. But I am interested in what follows mainly in work by poets who, as George MacBeth says in 

the Foreword to his War Quartet, were “too young to fight but too old to forget.” For this generation, he 

says, “the War was a formative event, and it remains an obsessive memory.”  

 Among major works from the war written by combatants, one in fact thinks first of fiction rather 

than poetry, most of it written by Americans, and lots of it written about the Pacific theater rather than 

the European. Vonnegut was in Dresden for the firebombing and Joseph Heller was in Italy, but Mailer, 

James Jones, and others were fighting the Japanese. The major work by a Brit was doubtless Waugh’s 

Sword of Honor trilogy. It’s interesting that none of these prose writers are mentioned in either of 

Geoffrey Hill’s obsessively referential long poems, The Triumph of Love (1998) or the posthumous 

terminal grumblings in The Book of Baruch by the Gnostic Justin. Both, however, are full of allusions to 
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the poetry of both wars, especially to Douglas, Keyes, Alun Lewis and, rather surprisingly in Baruch, 

Bertolt Brecht. Hill’s well-known anthology pieces, “Ovid in the Third Reich” and “September Song,” 

along with a few other short poems like them, are among the most memorable lyrics to have come out of 

World War II, but for this reader the relentless vanishing and return of memories by one too young to 

have fought but too old to forget in the later long poems is finally more interesting. I feel the same way 

about the relationship between Auden’s “September 1st, 1939” and the book-length extension of its New 

York setting in The Age of Anxiety, a masterpiece only recently granted its status as perhaps Auden’s 

greatest long poem instead of a product killed off by one Randall Jarrell review at its birth. 

 Donald Davie was “Remembering the Thirties” rather than the war in which he subsequently 

participated, but for an entire generation of poets born in the 1920s or early 1930s the Second World 

War meant initially—as the first had meant to the Auden generation—“schools and school-masters and 

games.” Even Douglas in Alamein to Zem Zem says that his unauthorized dash from an office job in Cairo 

at Divisional Headquarters to his tank in the desert was “the natural result of having the sort of little-boy 

mentality I still have. A little earlier, I might have wanted to run away and be a pirate.” And Lorrie 

Goldensohn remarks in her excellent Dismantling Glory: Twentieth-Century Soldier Poetry that 

Douglas’s first vivid description of tank warfare is a tour-de-force passage in which “reality is not allowed 

to trump the . . . power . . . of dramatic trajectory full of triumph and the relief of surviving danger.” She 

says that “Douglas rides invincibly through layers of fire—and like boys’ mock battles in a schoolyard, 

this time nobody gets hurt.” 

 Geoffrey Hill, Seamus Heaney, and Ted Hughes were all playing such games during the war. In 

Baruch, Hill is still remembering a scene much like one that first appeared in Mercian Hymns. From 

Baruch: 

 

I see myself as lost, even then the child whom it would always be unwise to trust or to treat gently 
or to expect to act providently for others or for himself, a tyrannical waif of self-love 
 
. . . 
 
Guilty of bad intelligence and intemperate tactics these were not. No-one of good faith could 
excuse GHQ’s self-exculpating account of a transcendent stunt and an untimely diving rating: 
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the relief canisters haplessly gyrating, flubbing down, into enemy-secured sections of the law-
abiding town. 

 

From Mercian Hymns: 

 

We ran across the meadow scabbed with cow-dung, past the crab-apple tree and camouflaged 
Nissen hut. It was curfew-time for our war-band. 

 
At home the curtains were drawn. The wireless boomed its commands. I loved the battle-
anthems and the gregarious news. 

 

And the Hill persona merges with the figure of King Offa: 

 

Ceolred was his friend and remained so, even after the day of the lost fighter: a biplane, already 
obsolete and irreplaceable, two inches of heavy snub silver. Ceolred let it spin through a hole in 
the classroom-floorboards, softly, into the rat-droppings and coins. 
 
. . . 
 
Exile or pilgrim set me once more upon that ground: my rich and desolate childhood. Dreamy, 
smug-faced, sick on outings—I who was taken to be a king of some kind, a prodigy, a maimed 
one. 

 

As it happened, Seamus Heaney was working on a series of prose poems written in versets similar to those 

in Mercian Hymns. When the latter was published, he abandoned the project, but several of the pieces 

were ultimately saved in Opened Ground: Selected Poems 1966–1996. Heaney, too, was playing games: 

 

I moved like a double agent among the big concepts. 
The word “enemy” had the toothed efficiency of a mowing machine. It was a mechanical and 
distant noise beyond that opaque security, that autonomous ignorance . . . 

 
I was on somebody’s shoulder, conveyed through the starlit yard to see the sky glowing over 
Anahorish. Grownups lowered their voices and resettled in the kitchen as if tired out after an 
excursion . . . 
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I lodged with “the enemies of Ulster,” scullions outside the walls. An adept at banter, I crossed 
the lines with carefully enunciated passwords, manned every speech with checkpoints and 
reported back to nobody. 

 

 Ted Hughes, a little older than Heaney and Hill, played games as well during World War II, but 

mostly alone in the Yorkshire countryside where his companions and query were animals. Everyone 

remembers the time when readers who disliked Hughes or his work argued that the violent animals like 

the roosting hawk and the fox and the jaguar of his early work, the pike, the rat, the Tom cat and wolves, 

the ghost crabs and the crow, were really somehow Nazis. Hughes, though, also played the same kind of 

games evoked by Heaney and Hill. As he wrote in the note to one of his “Laurate Poems”: “From the 

point of view of the son of an infantryman of the First World War,” he “fantasized about how this or 

that part of the valley could be defended, where a sniper might best lie, and who would be traitors.” The 

early poems actually about war tended to engage the First World War rather than the second—the best 

of them, “Scapegoats and Rabies” where the soldier in the last section falls like a giant over and into 

London to become, we think, a version of the ancient Lord whose body is the land, and “Out,” with its 

memorable final image: “Let England Close. Let the green sea-anemone close,” waiting for his third book, 

Wodwo, published in 1967. The really original moment in “Scapegoats and Rabies” is the final stanza. 

Just as the reader waits for the fallen soldier to assume the shape of Arthur as a “green man” or chalk hill 

figure, his 

 

Knees were dissolving in the ebb of the Channel 
And there he lay alive 
His body full of lights, the restaurants seethed, 
He groaned in the pushing of traffic that would not end 
The girls strolled and their perfumes gargled in his throat 
And in the holes in his chest 
But though he could not lift his eyes to the streetlights 
And though he could not stir either hand 
He knew in the last stride, that last 
Ten thousand league effort, and even off balance, 
He had made it home. 
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“Home” here seems neither to be the gray demoralized London of 1919, with the Spanish influenza 

raging, nor the blitzed and firebombed London waiting to be rebuilt after World War II, but the 

“swinging London” of the 1960s when the poem was written. This soldier, unlike Hughes’s father 

memorialized in “Out,” cannot die. Into this world, along with his deathless casualty, came two books 

edited by Hughes—Plath’s Ariel and an edition of Keith Douglas’s poems. Plath, like Hughes, had much 

admired Douglas’s work. Her primal scream and his taut austerities are both manifestations of a 

sensibility conditioned by the Second War—Douglas’s as a combatant, hers as yet another “too old to 

forget.” 

 No poet was more visible in the London of the 1960s than George MacBeth. I fear he is now 

almost forgotten. As producer of the Poetry Now program on BBC 3, formerly the Third Programme, he 

took one poet after another into the sound studio to record work or participate in a round-table of some 

kind. The broadcasts pretty much supported Ted Hughes at various periods when he needed money. His 

biographer says that there are as many as three hundred recorded readings, talks, or performances of short 

plays. As for MacBeth, he had the reputation of being a kind of experimental avant-gardist in spite of his 

“establishment” position at Broadcasting House. One critic remarked that the idea of MacBeth as an 

“underground” poet was pretty silly, because he was about as underground as the statue of Eros in 

Piccadilly Circus. I in fact spent a memorable afternoon with both MacBeth and Hughes when I was 

editing 23 Modern British Poets, a 1960s anthology that included both of them. 

 MacBeth published A War Quartet in 1969. He called it “documentary surrealism,” and 

identified James Schevill’s The Stalingrad Elegies and the early novels of John Hawkes as analogous kinds 

of writing. Schevill was in Germany in 1938 during the Kristallnacht riots and later served in military 

intelligence. Hawkes was only in his twenties when he published The Cannibal, his nightmare vision of 

German collapse following the surrender. His third novel, The Lime Twig, begins with a chapter equally 

nightmarish or hallucinatory about the London Blitz. George MacBeth was somewhat in awe of Hawkes. 

I know this because it was Hawkes who, when I knew him a little at Stanford, suggested that I get in touch 

with MacBeth once I went to London University in 1966.  

Of the two—Schevill and Hawkes—I think Hawkes was the greater influence on A War Quartet. 

Like MacBeth’s sequence of poems, Schevill’s deals with the German side of the conflict. But most of the 
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poems, called “Letters,” are in fact rather traditional monologues, while only the recurring interruption 

of a chorus of “German Voices” seems to approach the kind of thing that Hawkes does in his novels. 

Sheville’s “The Tank Weeper” may, along with Douglas’s prose and poetry, be an inspiration for the first 

section of MacBeth’s quartet, “The Desert War.” And certainly Sheville’s “The Motorcycle Courier” 

shares an ethos with the motorcyclist in Hawkes’s The Cannibal who seems to be in charge of a whole 

sector of post-war Germany.  

As all Hawkes readers know, his rich and rhythmical prose can often sound like verse. It is very 

easy to line out this passage chosen almost at random from The Lime Twig: 

 

Large, brown, a lifeless airplane returning, 
it was one of our own and I saw it suddenly approach 
out of the snow, perhaps a hundred feet above 
the garret and slow as a child’s kite. Big and blackish, 
with streaks of ice across the nose, which was 
beginning to rise while the tail sank behind in the snow 
it was simply there, enormous and without a trace 
of smoke, the engines dead and one aileron 
flapping in the wind. 

 

One feels that passages like this derive as much from watching “newsreels” and early war movies as from 

any literary source. Hawkes and his contemporaries, like my own a few years later, grew up on war films 

and westerns. It’s not surprising that between two novels dealing with postwar experience first in 

Germany and then in England, he should have written The Beetle Leg, a kind of hallucinated western. My 

cousins and I would go to the movies at our local “neighborhood theater” and sometimes see a war film 

and a western as a double feature, both perhaps with John Wayne. Then we’d go home and play war 

games or cowboys, just the way the speakers in Hill’s Mercian Hymns and Heaney’s Stations seem to have 

done.  

The second section of MacBeth’s War Quartet has to do with the Battle of Britain and flying, the 

first with “The Desert War” and tanks. The spitfire pilot’s point of view in part 2 is probably the most 

familiar to readers these days, in part because the number of action films and documentaries have, if 

anything, increased since MacBeth’s childhood and my own. In fact, one thing that separates some of the 
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poems I’m coming to is that, unlike work by “trench poets” or most “soldier poets,” they tend to be 

cinematic. Although all four of MacBeth’s poems in his quartet are spoken by a monologist, they are not 

very much like the monologues in Sheville’s book. This is in part because the first three speakers are in a 

tank, an airplane, or a submarine. Only in the third part does MacBeth mirror his source in Sheville, with 

a poem set in the Stalingrad campaign. This, along with part 3, “Under the Sea,” are spoken by Germans. 

 I have no idea what the first reviews of A War Quartet were like, but I can’t myself remember 

reading anything about the book at all. It seems to me brilliant work. The meter is pretty regular iambic 

pentameter, but underlaid with bursts of Anglo-Saxon strong stress and irregular alliteration. Here is a 

bravura moment  

 

As always so today 
fast off, ramming the throttle through the gate, I soared 
hitting their first wing. 
    They came on in fours 
layered above each other, squared and strong, 
hiding their look-outs in the sun. 
    High up 
as in a pine, osprey-eyed, one 
volleyed in, shuttling over. 
    Sucked and hurled 
out of the bridge of tracer, he upheaved 
himself, then plank-wise plunging, slithered, eased 
round a blank edge, and broke 
stuttering in our ears. 
     
    Blue tendrils flared 
out of his leading edge. 
    Untailed, I jinked, 
flipped over in a half-roll. 
    Fish-quick, stunned 
by thunder of the first burst, I incised 
the cold lunge of his lash past with 
a dazzling slash-slash. 
    He was back, untouched, 
stitching at something far behind my shoulder, slewed 
onto his back, sole-flattened, running, then 
dipping, and sloping, losing height. 
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 This is quite something, though I doubt that it would have been written by an actual poet-pilot 

who had experienced such a dogfight. The writing is highly wrought, very contrived in both the positive 

and negative sense, just like John Hawkes’s prose. But so, one remembers, are all of those Anglo-Saxon 

battle poems. I doubt that the poets of the battles of Maldon or Brunanburh 

were surviving warriors. Those poems were not intended, like the poems of Wilfred Owen, “to warn.” 

MacBeth’s Anglo-Saxon slamcrash in A War Quartet seeks to thrill an audience, like the old scop or the 

directors of American war films. 

 This does not reduce their stature as art. On the contrary, it increases it. MacBeth’s distance on 

the Battle of Britain and his determination to make art of it—not journalism, not propaganda—is 

perhaps the reason A War Quartet is neglected. When it comes to war poems, readers seem to require the 

authenticity of a survivor’s account, or, what has almost become a kind of contemporary cant, to demand 

“witness.” Did Shakespeare witness a single one of the battles he wrote about? Not one. Was Homer at 

Troy? I once heard John Hawkes, following a reading, attacked from the audience for writing about 

violence from a perspective that was neither ethical or moral. He said, “Nabokov talked about aesthetic 

bliss; I believe in aesthetic bliss.” This point of view will always be discomforting for readers who demand 

ethics, morality, and a survivor’s witness in war poems. 

 Would it sound even more pejorative to those who demand “witness” to say that MacBeth was 

“playing war games” in his sequence of poems in a way analogous to the games that Hill, Heaney, Hughes, 

and I played as children? Quite possibly. But the sense of a “war-game” played by one “too young to fight” 

permeates the quartet. And it’s just that that makes the work more valuable and aesthetically ambitious 

than almost all work by “soldier poets.” Why should this not be the case? One is sometimes reminded 

reading MacBeth of the great war game played by Christopher Logue in his versions from The Iliad. 

Initial episodes of what eventually became Logue’s War Music were published at about the same time as 

A War Quartet. And in fact they, too, could be considered as a poet’s cinematic response to World War 

II. MacBeth in “The Desert War” section of his quartet sounds very much like Logue in Patroclia, still 

perhaps the best of the Homeric fragments. 
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Imagine it. As at fair 
or carnival, dark flags and streamers, hung 
in tangled blowing grandeur, men at arms 
with cans and miller’s toe-caps, and the crabs, 
the armour, glistening, stocky . . . 
then the starting-orders, glasses, blare of trucks 
and transports moving . . . . 

 

Here is Logue: 

 

Think of it: They stand like brothers, man and god, 
chatting together on the parapet that spans the inner gate. 
The elder points. The other nods. And the plumes nod 
over them both . . . 
    banner behind slatted banner, 
blue overwhelming gold, gold over blue, 
it was Patroclus’ turn to run . . .  

 

Logue’s game of Homer went on for most of his life. Initial passages were commissioned by MacBeth’s 

predecessors at Radio 3; but eventually Logue and MacBeth continued the project together until what 

was first published by a very small specialist press became a widely recognized intervention in the long 

tradition of Homeric translation, affirmed alike by classical scholars and contemporary poets. The music 

of the war was more than elegy for slaughter. It was heroic song. So is MacBeth’s long poem. 

 And so is Nathanial Tarn’s remarkable Avia. In an afterword to this 273-page poem, Tarn, like 

the others cited above, remembers his childhood during the war: “A wartime childhood in Britain . . . led 

to strong emotional associations with the deeds of the R.A.F.” He elaborates on this while establishing 

the tradition and poetics behind his writing: 

 

I had been fascinated from childhood by flight and this grew into a passion when a child during 
WW2 in places where there were interfaces with the air war—mainly but not only the British. 
Now, virtually all the poetry written about this subject is sentimental and basically Georgian. 
What about getting back to some combination of epic and the American multidimensional long 
poem? The reader will find echoes of epic throughout the work. In this text the last knights, the 
last chevaliers, demonstrate a matter-of-fact “heroism” which, with its ultimate vestiges of 
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ideology—basically “us boys together . . . and country if you insist!”—borders on, and arrives very 
quickly at, the absurd. 

 
 In spite of this last qualification, Tarn’s epic of the air war is indeed heroic. One reads it in the 

same way that one reads Logue’s Homer. Only after a good long wait, when RAF pilots had begun 

working in commercial aviation, could one expect to see a sentiment expressed like that of John Fowles’s 

Alison, an air hostess in his 1965 novel The Magus, as she vents her frustration with “pilots [who] think 

we’re part of the aircrew amenities. Just queueing up to be blessed by their miserable Battle-of-Britain 

cocks.” This future may be now and then implicit among various ironies and contradictions in Tarn’s 

text, but his pilots are chiefly an idealized memory of childhood. The poem, in fact, is even dedicated “To 

my boyhood and its hopes.” Although Tarn doesn’t go as far as John Fowles’s Alison, he does imagine a 

future where passengers like his readers relax “in padded seats and comforts / where he or she we feast 

today as hero / will not be more than wholesome bus driver.” Wholesome bus driver or randy seducer 

himself, our postmodern debunker of everything is allowed a word now and then. But in the end that 

voice surfaces only briefly, and is quickly allowed to sink. 

 The initial voice we hear is that of Charles Lindbergh. Oh not Lindbergh, one says. Wasn’t his 

last outing as the fascist president elected in Philip Roth’s novel The Plot Against America? The later 

Lindbergh’s confused politics are certainly taken into consideration in Avia, but the early Lindbergh 

makes a nearly perfect vehicle for a series of poems as he dreams forward in his imagined flight back to 

New York the entire sequence of texts and monologues dealing with the air war in Britain, Malta, the 

Russian Front, and the Pacific. Tarn, himself a pilot, is unable not to admire Lindbergh. But Lindbergh 

is only one of the many heroic pilots who appear in this three-hundred-page text, itself the product of 

fifteen years of research and a lifetime—going back to his “boyhood and its hopes”—of dreaming and 

yearning. The poetics of Avia derives not only from “The multidimensual American Long Poem,” but 

from the hard scholarship sourced from works so various and extensive that Tarn refers the reader to his 

Stanford University archive in order not to burden the long poem, already heavy with thirty pages of 

appendices. One is reminded not only of certain American long poems, but also the method of David 

Jones in In Parenthesis. In fact, the relationship between a short World War I lyric by Owen or Sassoon 

might be compared, for example, with certain lyrics by Randall Jarrell about pilots in World War II to 
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what Tarn makes “multidimensional” and epic in Avia. In Parenthesis was not published until 1937, 

nineteen years after the end of the First World War. Avia was not published until 2008. The latter 

required an even longer gestation than the former. But both David Jones and Nathanial Tarn required 

patience and time to create two unique works. They are both masterpieces. 

 Getting down to the practical nuts and bolts of craft, Tarn treats many of his sources as “found 

material.” Although his quasi-apology is entirely unnecessary, he feels honor-bound to write: “I do not 

believe that [“textual distillations”] constitute plagiarism since they are reworked on every occasion in 

the interest of a worthy aim. In a sense, I see this particular kind of reworking as a form of translation: 

not from one language into another—but from one genre into another.” This technique aligns Tarn’s 

work more with the American poet Paul Metcalf in Appalachia and The Patomic than with, for example, 

the long poems of Williams, Olson, and Duncan. Guy Davenport has said of Metcalf’s work what might 

be said of Tarn’s: “in the same way that Charles Ives composes with scores, Metcalf composes with texts.” 

The “composition,” of course, involves every kind of modification of the original. But Avia does not 

consist only of recomposed, reconfigured, and recontextualized found material. Certain parts are lyrical 

passages spoken either by a narrator or one of the pilots in monologue, with fragments of epic—not only 

Homer, but also The Song of Roland and Pound’s Cantos—interwoven. It is worth saying to a reluctant 

reader looking at yet another long poem he has never heard of, that the book, rather surprisingly, is easy 

to read. It is, Tarn says, a “poetry of fact and thing. Objectivism in many senses.” 

 The objects—no longer Williamsesque red wheel barrows—are stunning, like the spitfire caught 

in a high banked turn against a sunset on the cover. But the found texts, too, are objects—moved here 

and there in relation to this and that. Many are rigorously documentary, written into stanzas resembling 

combat reports following a sortie. Line lengths are visually regular and invite the reader to count 

something, perhaps syllables. But it is not a syllabic meter, it is lined out prose that retains its objective 

power by the very retention of fact upon fact upon fact. Juxtaposed with the onslaught of documentary 

incantation—for that’s what it is, and it takes life on being read aloud in a kind of 1940s news reporter’s 

voice—are passages taken from epic and/or mythic sources. Homer in the first section, “CAL’s Dream”; 

Malory in the second and third, about the “phony war” and the Battle of Britain. The voices of early fliers 

also enter the text as “distillations” and “intrusions,” the very first being a beautiful “translation” (in two 
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senses) of a passage from Saint-Exupéry. Lyric moments occur rarely but are impressive when they do. In 

a passage transitioning from traditional epic to the epic of a twentieth-century air war, the effect is pretty 

traditionally modernist, and in fact recalls both Eliot and David Jones—Jones more than Eliot—and 

again Christopher Logue in his versions of The Iliad. 

 

       Imagine 
here the lists of legendary arrows from time’s dawn; 
list of famed horses, races won and lost; 
list of swift clippers running the sapphire seas (in calm) 
or wine-dark seas (in storm) from old worlds to far worlds 
much older still; list of fierce engines 
cars, trains, with all their records, trophies and awards; 
faster she was than any other craft and terrible . . . . 
 
      For a moment, 
      sky full of roiling engines 
      snarling at each other, 
      it full of hawks 
      changed into vultures . . . 

 

And then, two pages later: 

 

   remember them at all 
so busy were they at their matins . . . 
the sky monks—born on either side 
by special favor, out of some childhood freedom, 
gaining a kind of immortality among those archives 
kept by aficionados in after times. 

 

Tarn the aficionado, the objective chronicler, the epic poet, nostalgically remembers them all as emblems 

of his “boyhood and its hopes,” but also as “hawks / changed too vultures.” And he looks far enough into 

the future to lament the ecological damage and the destruction of whole countries by mass tourism 

brought in by post-war air travel. In spite of that, the profiled spitfire, in text and on the front cover, is a 

beautiful thing. And Tarn himself, with pilot’s earphones and sunglasses, stares from the back cover with 

an unreadable expression. 
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 I begin to worry that the reader may be thinking that I am simply saying that long poems about 

World War II are better than short poems. If pressed, I would agree with many that Randall Jarrell’s 

“Death of the Ball Turret Gunner” is the best poem to come out of World War II, and it is very short. 

But long poems do hold an advantage. Almost by definition they cannot be written quickly. A certain 

maturation of materials is required, and a period of reflection and, perhaps, research for “those too young 

to have fought.” I will probably find few who agree with me that the text of Benjamin Britten’s War 

Requiem is a greater thing, even without the music, than the poems of Wilfred Owen that partially 

comprise it, read one at a time as war lyrics. And Britten’s Requiem elegizes the dead of both world wars. 

Similarly, I believe that David Jones’s In Parenthesis is by far the greatest text to have come out of World 

War I. I wouldn’t, like Tarn, call the trench lyrics of that war only “sentimental” and “Georgian,” but the 

poets who published early, using the idiom then available, had not yet found a form to communicate the 

cataclysm of that war. David Jones did. 

 Continuing to trace something of a line from Hill, Heaney, Hughes, and MacBeth to ambitious 

work by a slightly younger generation of poets engaging World War II, there is an easy transition from 

Tarn’s Avia to Tom Paulin’s The Invasion Handbook. Paulin’s book, about a hundred pages shorter than 

Avia, is a little more obviously a poem than Tarn’s strange composition. The book consists of dozens of 

titled sections, some of them almost lyrics. The first part of the book provides every kind of background—

political, ideological, literary, historical—to the invasion that finally occurs in the fifteen pages or so of 

“The Battle of Britain” at the conclusion. For that reason alone it asks to be compared to the section of 

MacBeth’s A War Quartet dealing with the same subject, and to Tarn’s long section following “The 

Phony War.” Paulin is, of course, an Irish poet, and he writes as an Irishman. In his long buildup to the 

Blitz, he is more likely to reference Joyce than Saint-Exupéry. But he does so for some of the same reasons 

that Tarn quotes the French pilot/author. Although Paulin provides none of the extensive references 

contained in Tarn’s appendices or the explanation of method in his afterword, The Invasion Handbook 

does contain in an early section, “Techne,” something of a poetics: 

 

Orts and scraps torn stamps bits of debris 
staled by other men and women 
more random than the nicks on a tally stick 
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or like Lepids 
meet only to be sent on errands 
so not freestanding not sovereign 
once they’re taken 
—taken and used 
 
now I plunge my hand again 
into a wallet . . . 
    like a pilgrim 
what we call time 
or call anxiety and fear . . . 
I try to hear a snatch of music . . . 
[that] can take licks 
the way a stamp does 
or some hero in a paper 
I mean a loose-leaf epic. 

 

Paulin’s loose-leaf epic moves forward and back in time, “catching another voice / and then another,” 

including that of “poor Poldy, . . . obsessive vulgar tender / my Poldy” and then imagines “the pick pick 

pick shut pick / as my Telemachia is typed / in a grain warehouse / under mountains as ample / as 

Agamemnon’s tent.” Leopold Bloom appears, not on Bloomsday, but in “Locarno Two,” dated 6 

December 1927, during the Locarno Conference and its aftermath, that attempt to revise the Treaty of 

Versailles and bring Germany into the League of Nations. “Agamemnon’s ample tent” is momentarily 

both the Swiss lake resort where the conference occurred, and Joyce’s Ulysses, where Paulin’s epic is typed 

 

on a stiff black high standing 
Jewish machine 
it comes out like ticker tapes or telegrams 
angry but irenic 
so I dream of a building 
with lifts and doors and window 
or a well in the desert 
my wadi my palm grove  
where the leaves clatter 
swiftly like the swords . . . 
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If Tarn’s rigidly factual and documentary poem may be compared to the methods of Paul Metcalf, 

Paulin’s is more Poundian. The voices shift more rapidly, as do the times and places, and the verse has 

more of a lyrical cast, though one still does not want to call the book a collection of lyrics. In fact, the 

sections written in the characteristically short lines are broken up with sections printed as prose.  

 It takes 182 pages before Paulin writes the section actually called “The Battle of Britain.” By that 

time we have been given a full-scale history lesson about the period between the two wars, along with 

narrative flashes, allusions, and images from the post–World War II period and the moment 

composition, coming all the way up to 2002, when the book was published. There are poems about the 

Bauhaus, military strategy, Heidegger, Brecht in exile, Mandelstam in exile, George V, the Spanish Civil 

War, Orwell hiding from Stalinists, the Jarrow hunger march, the Anschluss, T. S. Eliot talking about 

Joyce’s Bloom with Montgomery Belgion at the Savoy Grill, and even Hitler speaking as chancellor of 

the damage done to Germany by the Versailles treaty and, in one comic bit among many others, the 

superiority of the German language over English. He complains—as Yvor Winters did about Chinese—

that the English language isn’t capable of abstraction and is therefore uncivilized. He admits, however, 

that “our language is damaged by a poverty of vowel sounds,” adding “we must do something about this.” 

Paulin gives him all the vowels in English several times when he has Hitler declare “I cite these facts / 

these hard facts / to justify the lives / and the cities that I / the modern Coriolanus / will soon lay waste.”  

 Both Air Marshal Dowding’s strategy and the design of the spitfires that won the Battle of Britain 

are seen as works of art. The plane itself is “British Bauhaus”; “Clement” and “oddly gentle.” The designer, 

Mitchell, makes “the template / for his temperate fighter / —a small clean fuselage: slim curvy wants / a 

perfect compromise / with all things / required of a fighter. . . / metal ephemeris / that’s just hopped / off 

the drawing board.” As a pilot begins to fly, he feels in his body tactics that Dowding had learned in Spain 

to counter Messerschmitts, Dowding who 

 

. . . is alone 

as he draws out his lines of battle 
like an architect 
knowing that a battle’s somewhere 
between algebra 
and an architect’s drawing 
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of a crazy changing house 
in a hurricane . . .  
—house or cathedral where I 
and I alone am architect 
and my pilots the master masons? 
—it’s both fixed and improvised 
this rockets rackety 
argument for design . . . 
as each maniac of us raises 
this unsteady structure 
of fabric more divine 
than human 
or then human praise . . . 

 

When Paulin’s “Battle of Britain” finale concludes, the focus is on the famous pilot Richard Hillary, with 

details drawn from Hillary’s book, The Last Battle, and including his affair with the actress Merle Oberon 

which occurred after his terrible injuries and the surgical reconstruction of what became, he says, “his 

cubist face.” The book ends, appropriately enough, in a blackout, and a sense—literary joke intended—

of inhabiting “the 8th or 9th / type of ambiguity.” 

 It’s difficult if not impossible to romanticize “Bomber Harris” in the way Dowding and his 

spitfire pilots can still be romanticized. Saturation bombing is hardly a strategy at all, and we get the best 

sense of what it was like to fly on bombing raids not from any British poem, but from James Dickey’s 

famous (or infamous) “The Firebombing.” Everyone knows that poem, so I don’t intend to say much 

about it. But when the Yanks joined the British pilots in Europe, I was myself coming to consciousness 

of the war, which grew in retrospect, especially after I began living in Britain in what was still feeling pain 

from the end of the war during the Harold Wilson administration. The only flying I did was to get back 

and forth, time and again for years, from Chicago to London. Still, here is a kind of intermission or 

interlude. 

 

 1961 and I’m a tourist in Cologne, Germany. I’m a guest by way of my traveling companion at the 

home of one of the few surviving U-boat captains, a jolly, red-faced, former Nazi who welcomes us with open 

arms. He’s not at all “a man in black with a Meinkampf look and a love of the rack and the screw.” The son 
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is a Communist, and not, he keeps reminding us, “a New Left kind of nitwit. The kids in the New Left need 

to catch up with me.” He’s old left, and ideological. His father doesn’t seem to mind. His girlfriend is a pretty 

French woman who teaches Sartre, Camus, and Structuralism in a Hamburg high school. She goes on and 

on about “authenticity,” and the former Nazi shakes his head, laughs, and tells us that he seldom knows what 

his son’s girlfriend is talking about. The former Nazi’s wife is a typical German hausfrau. She prepares a fine 

dinner that lasts for two hours or so and tries to keep everyone happy. Everybody speaks excellent English. 

 Back to 1944. My mother-in-law to be, a “plotter” during the Blitz, walks carefully down London 

streets. She’s pregnant with Diana, who, in 1966, will become my wife. Me, I stand in what I can remember 

being told was a “victory garden.” I pull up green things, looking for praise. At Christmas time, all of my toys 

were made of cardboard. My parents apologized—all the metal is needed for the war, I was told. For guns 

and airplanes. Already I liked guns. I’d hoped for a new cap gun, but didn’t get one. I did get model planes, 

with parts made of balsa wood. I ran upstairs and got the gun I had already. Bang bang. But now it was 

spring. I was told that the war would be ending soon. We should “get ready for peace.” 

 Ready or not, Charlie Simic slept in Belgrade under Allied bombing. He reads James Dickey’s “The 

Firebombing” in a way very different from most American poets. He was not, of course, intentionally a target. 

But he still felt the earth shake, saw his neighbors’ houses falling down. When he went for walks, bodies were 

hanging from lampposts. 

 What did you do in the war, Daddy. Nothing much. Our daddies were not in it, nor our uncles, nor 

our cousins nor our ants. They polished up the handles of a big front door. They entered politics, they got rich, 

they got drunk, they got old and died. Meanwhile, my father-in-law, Bryan Adams, worked as Naval Attaché 

in the Cabinet War Room, London. We all start off attached to something at the naval, usually our dear 

beloved mums. Mothers in London and Berlin often had no ideological attachment at all. Nonetheless, they 

were blown to pieces with their sons, daughters, husbands, brothers, sisters, aunts. If spitfire pilots were 

knights, bomber pilots were nightmares. Tarn quotes Mallory to guide his fighter planes back to us in time. 

But in the blackness came that black thing, Grendel’s mother on her black wings, bringing in her flame-
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throwing flame-breath her own father’s father’s father’s will. No type of ambiguity at all and if a 7th 

something, it’s not a type of ambiguity, it’s a 7th seal. 

Some years after the end of the war, my father made me a model airplane big enough to fly in when 

connected by a roller apparatus of some kind to the taut wire that ran from our back porch to a tree maybe 

fifty yards away. It had a rudimentary pilot’s seat and a joy stick. It had toy guns on the wing. When I was 

pulled along the wire by a rope attached to the nose, I could imagine myself, like James Dickey, dropping my 

incendiaries on enemy towns hundreds of feet below. 

 

Lots of people still seem to enjoy hating James Dickey’s work, and many people my own age and 

even a little younger can dredge up a memory of his bad behavior at some kind of public event, usually a 

poetry reading. But at his best he was a very good poet. Even the excellent poet-critic Lorrie Goldensohn 

can’t get beyond Dicky’s bad reputation, saying only that “Dickey . . . lied about every possible aspect of 

his wartime career as pilot and clung to the grandeurs of participating in wartime rituals of masculinity,” 

leaving out of her book, Dismantling Glory, any discussion of what may be the most ambitious American 

poem to come out of World War II. Buckdancers Choice, the book in which “The Firebombing” first 

appeared, was published in 1965, making Dickey’s poem—possibly against his intention—

simultaneously about the bombing in World War II and that carried out by the United States in Vietnam 

during 1965 and after. Like most who first read the poem at that time, I read it as an antiwar Vietnam 

war poem, not knowing anything about Dickey or the fact that he was pro-war in those days. The very 

word “napalm” in the twentieth line seemed to make it a Vietnam War poem, napalm having become 

almost a synecdoche for that war. My generation tended to read Catch 22 in the same way—as a novel 

that somehow managed to be both about bombers and bombing simultaneously in World War II and 

Vietnam.  

All that aside, “The Firebombing” is not spoken by James Dickey, but by a persona, although the 

speaker doubtless feels what Dickey himself felt twenty years after his flights over targets that were to be 

obliterated—what Dickey called in an interview “guilt at the inability to feel guilty.” Dwight Garner’s 

Bomber County gets it right when he writes that “the poetry of air bombing requires a particular 

imaginative sympathy absent from other war poetry, and it must play between telling and deferring the 
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tale: between the poet who survived and the others who died that night.” Garner takes “The 

Firebombing” to be “the finest, strangest poem of this kind of war.” Joyce Carol Oates in New Heaven, 

New Earth, her book about visionary literature, praises the poem as one that uniquely shows us “what 

happens when man is forced to destroy, forced to step down into history and be an American. In doing 

so [Dickey] enters a dimension in which few poets indeed have operated.” Again, as the poem is well 

known, I will not quote from it. But it is a masterpiece that still needs to be defended. 

Deaf to Dickey’s work, Lorrie Goldensohn is very indulgent about Randall Jarrell’s. Jarrell did 

not fly in any of the bombers he wrote about but, taken as a kind of sequence of interrelated poems that 

might be said to compose one long poem, the work he wrote as a series of lyrics about the air war might 

be compared to Keith Douglas’s poems about the Desert War and the view from a moving tank. The 

perspective of the pilot is panoramic, the tank commander sees only what is immediately in front of him. 

This makes for some interesting moments in many of the poems, but I don’t think there are any 

completely successful poems among all of those that Jarrell wrote about the war, with the very important 

exception of “Death of a Ball Turret Gunner.” Jarrell’s poems are mostly flat, and they almost always fail 

to live up to his own exacting criticism when writing about the work of other poets. Dickey may have 

written even more war poems than Jarrell, but most of them are simply warming up for “The 

Firebombing.” 

Joyce Carol Oates published New Heaven, New Earth in 1974, but it still reads like a 1960s book. 

Who any longer, and what woman, would write chapters praising the masculine and sometimes 

misogynist energies of Lawrence, Mailer, and Dickey in the same book including chapters on Virginia 

Woolf, Sylvia Plath, and Flannery O’Connor? (Again, readers of my own generation can remember that 

Oates is a great boxing fan, and that her essays on the sport are better than those by Mailer himself.). One 

of Oates’s great insights in her chapter on Dickey is that when the pilot-persona of “The Firebombing” 

has destroyed in himself “a normal human response”—horror, guilt, pity—he might just begin to identify 

with “the viciousness—and the innocence—of the animal, and take for his totems “owls, snakes, foxes, 

wolverines, and to reject forever the possibilities of detachment, and evil that are inherent in civilization.”  

At once, Ted Hughes’s animal poems come to mind, like the famous roosting hawk with no 

sophistry in its body and whose “manners are tearing off heads—/ The allotment of death, whose “flight 
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is direct / Through the bones of the living.” When Hughes actually writes of a bomber pilot, it is in 

contrast not to an animal but an “ancient hero,” swilling his beer in a mead hall as the demobbed pilot 

might be swilling his beer in a pub before his death and ultimate excavation by archaeologists in some 

distant future. Thinking of this, and the centuries leading up to “a stopped clock,” the speaker, though 

his heart “is cold and small,” can still boast that “at a turn of [his] wrist / the enemy capital will jump to 

a fume . . . / and the huge earth be shaken in its frame.” That turn of the wrist might be compared to the 

click of a switch in “The Firebombing” when the overweight suburban homeowner turns on a light to 

look in his refrigerator for a midnight snack and person is transfigured into persona as time leaps twenty 

years into the past: 

 

Snap, a bulb is tricked on in the cockpit 
And some technical-minded stranger with my hands 
Is sitting in a glass treasure-hole of blue light, 
Having potential fire under the undeodorized arms 
Of his wings, on thin bomb-shackles, 
The “tear-drop-shaped” 300-gallon drop-tanks 
Filled with napalm and gasoline. 
 

 It took a long time for literary types like myself to understand the scale the horror brought 

about by saturation bombing in Germany. Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five, or The Children's Crusade: 

A Duty-Dance with Death, to give the novel its full title, was published in 1969. Perhaps our 

understanding of the air war in the Pacific had been magnified by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. 

But the German cities were equally full of innocent civilians. The full story of what it was like to be 

underneath these bombs was not, perhaps, given its best telling until W. G. Sebald’s 2004 On the 

Natural History of Destruction.  

 Surprisingly, Ted Hughes delayed until the prologue to his otherwise wholly mythologized 

1977 volume Gaudete to show in a book of something like poems a vision different from the World 

War I giant falling into London and the swinging sixties of “Scapegoats and Rabies.” The Reverend 

Nicholas Lumb, protagonist of Gaudete,  

 

walks hurriedly over cobbles through the oppressive twilight . . . 
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All the length of the street, dead bodies are piled in heaps 
 and strewn in tangles everywhere between the heaps. 

Incredulous, he touches hands and faces. 
He looks for wounds. 
The jaws loll, as he lifts strengthless heads, which drop 

     back slack-necked. 
Layered, interlocked, double-jointed, abandoned, 
the corpses stare up into the purpled sky 
or at the black walls, or deeply into each other 
as in the bottom of a mass-grave . . . 

 
He turns again to find the empty street where he first walked. But directions have shifted. And 
the street he comes into is carpeted with corpses—the same. He clambers over corpses, from 
street to street, turning and turning among the streets, and every street is the same—a trench of 
fresh corpses. Finally, he simply stands, listening to the unnatural silence. He realizes he is lost. 
The whole town is a mass of mass-graves. He begins to run. 

 
 This might be the nightmare of a bomber pilot, his dreaming mind trying to remind him that 

he is guilty of mass murder. Jarrell, in one of his poems about Bomber pilots, in fact quite outright refers 

to them as “murderers.” This brings us a great distance from the “knights” in the sky, the spitfire pilots 

of Nathaniel Tarn’s treatment of the Battle of Britain. 

 But Tarn’s masterpiece turns to bombers in the fourth section of Avia, “Malta.” This time, the 

text juxtaposed with his documentary material is taken from Coleridge’s journals written during his 

stay on the island, especially the entry dated 19 January 1805. Much of this text reads like a nineteenth-

century tourist’s evocation of a lovely setting, worthy, perhaps, of the watercolors that in that period 

prefigured photographs. My wife’s grandmother’s journals are full of these from her frequent Italian 

voyages. But in the documentary texts, Italy is now Fascist, and an aggressor. Tarn’s mind flips back 

easily to the 1565 and the Turkish siege of Malta.  

 

From here 
it could be watched, as Laddie speaks of it, 

on five six five a.d. 
the first great siege in which, despite the odds 
(some 40,000 men at ten to one, before the Gran 

Soccorso, huge hordes of Janissaries, tidals 
of Islam under the Ottomans), Malta 
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of the white cross held firm as Rhodes had held 
three times; 

as Crac des Chevaliers had held in the Crusaders’ 
time, forts’ fort, castles of castles. 
 

George MacBeth also looks back to the Turkish siege of Malta in his poem “Against the 

Sun,” published in his 1968 volume, The Night of Stones. Both poets, seeking to compare the 

Turkish siege with the Axis one in 1940, are confronted by the furious bombing of Malta by the 

Luftwaffe. Before the hurricanes arrived, there were only a few old Maltese biplanes to defend 

the strategically central island. As Tarn writes, “the population of this fortress, / [was] prey to 

more bombs, trials and hungers / than almost any of the central sea’s / long history of battle.”  

 

   Somehow the Brits 
fed the Melitta winds with Hurricanes—& 
 these, with latest tactics yet unlearned 
though tried almost beyond endurance 
by faster, better-managed Teuton birds . . . 
kept them at bay through two long years. 
 
Like Tarn, MacBeth begins his account of the battle to save the island by remembering, 

perhaps by way of Homer and perhaps also Ezra Pound’s first Canto, the epic battle of 1565: 

 

So they laid oars 
along the sea, as if in blessing. To 
the airs of lashes, and their alms, they moved 
in scent of sweat. 
  I see them strike and fail, 
recovering, strike and fail . . . 
  

Malta, in fact, survived—in part because the spitfires finally arrived. MacBeth, speaks in 

the persona of a tourist in Malta long after the war: 

 

Watching the last few gulls 
grey in the dockyard, hearing bald-headed men 
telling the stories, I return again 
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to the Armoury. 
   Here the heroic wars 
blaze in their oiled shields. 
   Here the impregnable dream 
halts on the islands in its final haze. 
 

Of course, the Luftwaffe bombing went on, though the theater of war moved to Russia 

and, ultimately, to the Battle of Stalingrad. All accounts of Stalingrad are horrific, from those of 

early journalists through Tarn, MacBeth, and James Schevill to the film of 2001 by Jean-Jacques 

Annaud based on Will Craig’s Enemy at the Gates: The Battle for Stalingrad about two snipers 

tracking each other through the ruins of what was once a city. Because the Soviet Union 

managed to absorb the onslaught of the Nazi offensive against it, the rest of the world survived. 

This is often forgotten, especially by Americans. 

It is not forgotten by Nathaniel Tarn. Before the siege of Stalingrad was the siege of 

Leningrad, which was, as one of Tarn’s sources says, “an aerial Pearl Harbor.” That meant the 

end of air defense. After Anna Akhmatova was finally allowed to speak on the radio to her 

besieged city and Shostakovich allowed to announce the composition of his 7th symphony 

which would soon go around the world on microfilm, came the worst bombings of the war, 

“Sept. 6, 8, 9, 19, & 27: twenty-three raids in all . . .” Shostakovich and Akhmatova were 

evacuated, thousands froze to death or died of starvation. If the nightmare of endless corpses at 

the opening of Hughes’s Gaudate seems only a bad dream, compare Tarn: 

 

Apartment 
blocks were like huge chests of drawers; each 
you would open: there you would find a corpse— 
the corpses moved from relatively warm 
to colder rooms, colder to icy: it was as if 
it had become important to preserve the dead 
there being no more live. . . 
    At Pisarevsty: 
800,000 in mass graves; 300,000 at Serafimov. 
Sergey Davidov, poet, at the former: 
     ‘Here lieth half the city . . . 

    and a frozen body 
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as they discovered later (Stalingrad) could not 
be pierced by bullets: its value then a rampart 

       for the live sniper. 
 
 

 Stalingrad, if anything, was worse. Transitions in the text are this time—cf. Saint-Exupéry and 

Coleridge in earlier parts of the epic—from Tolstoy. One of them, heartbreaking, quotes lovely 

Natasha’s anxiety about how she will be viewed at her first ball in War and Peace. There are no balls 

here, there is no peace. The bombs keep falling. Girls like Natasha keep dying on the streets. By the time 

Tarn reaches Stalingrad everyone is dying everywhere. It’s the way it was. The living become rodents, 

nosing around for something to eat. In fact, the last speaker in Scheville’s The Stalingrad Elegies walks 

“down . . . / Into the sewer world to join the sewer men. / The sewer army.” Their one rule there is 

“every sewer man for himself.” When the rats arrive, they chew on the faces of the half-living, whose one 

contact with the surface is a static-plagued radio that finally goes out while playing a Bruckner 

symphony.  

 Tarn’s transition from Natasha before her first ball is, of course, to the sky rather than to the 

graveyard of the living dead. He tells the remarkable story of Lidya Lityrak, the brilliant Russian woman 

fighter pilot that terrified the Luftwaffe, painting white roses for her kills along the nose of her plane. 

Lidya is the new Natasha, “fully-figured beauty” with a fully lived romantic life when she is not in the 

air. Because this section is a narrative of some length, I can’t quote from it efficiently. But it’s worth 

noting that in these catastrophic times she can both annoy her superiors by buzzing the tower and 

flying loops to celebrate her kills and survival, while also sitting holding hands with Losha in the 

evenings in the women’s bunker: Losha, who “with the greatest tenderness at takeoff and / on landing 

will lift L from / her cockpit like a doll & whisper to her.” Randall Jarrell’s women stay at home, waiting 

for their sons or lovers to return, or read their letters. But Lidya is something new. 

 New as a female pilot-hero is also the female poet-visionary of bombardment, Lynette Roberts. 

Roberts wrote her long poem “Gods with Stainless Ears” between 1941 and 1943, but the poem was not 

published until 1951. It is like nothing else that came out of the war except in certain echoes of Dylan 

Thomas. Thomas, a Welshman, was writing from London. Roberts, born in Argentina, moved to 

England as a child and married a Welshman. She wrote her poem in Wales, living near Swansea, which 
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was repeatedly bombed by the Luftwaffe. Who read or knew much about Roberts, even though her 

book was published by Faber and Faber? Not many until her very recent revival. Those who read the 

book must have found it clotted, difficult, both allusive and elusive, and stopped before the end. At least 

the poems of Dylan Thomas are short. But she also has some affinities with the long-poem poet David 

Jones and, as John Wilkinson, an admirer, insists, with Hart Crane. Her long poem is end-of-the-world 

apocalyptic at its conclusion, and in its way anticipates the ultimate bombing at Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. 

 The long epigraph to part 5 of “Gods with Stainless Ears” quotes from “Revelations,” (6:7–11) 

in Welsh. . . . mi a glywais lais y pedwerydd anifail yn dywedyd, Tyred, a gwel, Ac mi a edrychais; ac well 

farch gwelw-las: ac enw’r hwn oedd yn eistedd arnoedd Marwolaeth: ac yr oedd Uffern yn canlyn gydag ef. 

“I heard the voice of the fourth beast say, Come and see. And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his 

name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.” The section, like other parts of the 

poem, also includes a prose “Argument,” modelled on those introducing the books of Paradise Lost. 

Reference is made to the gunner and his girlfriend who have been introduced earlier in the poem, who 

 

rise through the strata of the sky to seek peace and solace from the sun. Their love in harmony 
on cloud in fourth dimensional state. But memory bringing with it a consciousness of war—
responsibility—they work towards this end. Fail. For the world demands their return, and 
down through the lower strata of the earth they travel, to the wounded bay where no human 
contact is found, only pylons, telegraph wires, and a monstrous placard which reads: “Mental 
Home for Poets.” The gunner interned under pressure, resolves to free the dragon, and take fate 
in his own hands . . .  

 

In fact, it seems to have been T. S. Eliot who urged the poet to include these “Arguments” 

before each of the five parts of the poem. They are usually very helpful, though the conclusion of the 

poem is in fact significantly different from that of the above “Argument.” They also reinforce 

something I mentioned at the beginning of this essay, the cinematic character of many longer (and 

later) poems dealing with World War II, especially the air war. I was surprised to discover—and I am 

coming to Lynette Roberts’s work for the first time as I write this—that, as Patrick McGuiness explains 

in his introduction to Roberts’s Collected Poems, the “Arguments” have “the scene-setting of script of 

screenplay directions,” and the “image-sequences [function] as if for the camera rather than reader.’ 
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Roberts herself wrote that “the scenes and visions ran before me like a newsreel [. . .] The poem was 

written for filming, especially part V, where the soldier and his girl walk in the fourth dimension and 

visit the various outer strata of our planet.” 

But what ends as cosmic—and also almost science fiction—begins as a kind of domestic idyll as 

person becomes persona and narrator of the poem beneath the falling bombs in the same way that 

James Dickey’s person became persona as bomber. Roberts writes—one might better say “thinks”—in 

five-line stanzas from the beginning, from the tightly rhymed (aabbb) to the unrhymed. She refers to 

them as “stanzas of discordant fifths” in the “Argument” of part 4. If she is thinking of music, she is 

wrong, for a “fifth” is not discordant the way a “third” is—“diabolus in the scale,” as Pound wrote in 

“Hugh Selwyn Mauberley.” Interestingly, for a contemporary reader, the first “fifth” a reader might 

think of is the first two notes of John Williams’s score for Star Wars, which would not be an 

inappropriate association. After raids, the speaker feels “a deadness of spirit” until the couple’s return—

presumably based on Roberts and her Welsh husband—transfigured by their journey into the fourth 

dimension. In the visionary concluding section of the poem, one is reminded of Stanley Spenser’s 

paintings in which biblical stories and the resurrection itself occur in the small English village of 

Cookham. 

Roberts wrote her poem in the Welsh village of Llanybri, which was still at that time 

predominantly Welsh-speaking. The soldiers arrive, a young woman’s husband becomes a gunner (as 

Roberts’s husband also was at various coastal defense outposts), and the bombs fall on Swansea; it is all 

quite different seen this way than from the viewpoint of civilians in a large city—whether London, 

Stalingrad, or Cologne. The bombing of Swansea is seen from the village, where village life goes vividly 

on. Most of those who see it are women, doing traditional women’s work. That work, and traditional 

farming, is celebrated. The plowmen have plowed for hundreds of years; for hundreds of years the cattle 

have been herded. We all know about the “old ways” of British village and country life, but Roberts 

makes it all sound fresh, rather like Basil Bunting does in parts of Briggflatts. The poem opens on Saint 

Cadoc’s Day, with “the same tide . . . / with new beaks scissoring the air, a care-away / Cadence of sight 

and sound . . . / siltering, wet with marshpinks, fresh as lime stud / Whitening fields, gulls and stones 

attending . . . .” Roberts calls her poem “Heroic.” I think I would call it “Heroic-Pastoral,” in the sense 
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that Bunting’s is where Eirk Bloodaxe corresponds to Saint Cadoc as mythical spirit of place, where 

Welsh poets Aneurin and Taliesin surface and recede, and where music—5ths? 3rds?—is a standard of 

composition.  

 

This is Saint Cadoc’s Day. All this Saint Cadoc’s 
estuary: and that bell tolling. Abbey paddock 
sunk. —Sad as ancient monument of stone. 
Trees vail, exhale cyprine shade, windowing 
Homeric hills, green pinnacles. 
 

Beneath the “Homeric hills,” Penelope’s Welsh successor works on a singer sowing machine. As 

in David Jones’s In Parenthesis, sounds echo from the Battle of Cattraeth out of Aneurin’s The 

Gododdin “where past / Is not dead but comes upshot suddenly sharp as / Darkestone” while English 

soldiers pull down the Welsh flag and the first plane crashes within sight of the village, appearing first 

like a glowing pinpoint of light. It 

 

  whirls, glows, grows, whinnying 
larger wheels over the whole damn estuary. 
 
Falling huge, dilating in the too close nightmare . . . 
 
  A whirrying 
of semitic wings. High cordite flash that 
cools the seabord . . . . 
 
Smoke fumes raise a black hearse that hovers in the sky. 
 
Plane-of-light, strained with piteous men 
 
drowned in water-swills of crossing waves; lifting 
asteroid heads, so alike, so different from 
the petroleum sky . . . 
 
By the conclusion of the poem that Roberts calls “Heroic,” it is clear that the real heroes are the 

heroines, the women who seek to sustain a semblance of normal and neighborly life in the village. The 

war is not “heroic,” but an obscene intrusion into what should be the normal calendar of rural life going 
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back to Virgil’s Georgics. The invading army fights for one empire against another, and Wales is caught 

in the middle. When bombs begin to fall, it is as if they were falling into the world of Laurie Lee’s Cider 

with Rosie or Roland Blythe’s Akenfield. 

As the war takes the gunner away from his girl, the poem describes both a miscarriage and the 

end of a romance. The final section, sheer science fiction with some similarities to passages in 

Wyndham Lewis’s The Childermass, brings the two lovers back together in visionary ascent to “a fourth 

dimensional state.” This “state” is the antithesis of the one into which Jarrell’s ball turret gunner falls 

from his mother’s womb, which is the state or condition in Roberts’s poem from which the lovers 

briefly escape. But their escape or transcendence is indeed only brief, because they are drawn back by 

some undefined sense of responsibility associated with the war, in which process they are by the state 

“disendowed.” Still, stepping around bodies and barbed wire in the area of “the Bay known before,” and 

fearing the meaning of a placard saying “Mental Home for Poets,” the couple perseveres, and the 

transfigured gunner determines a stand and a faith allowing him to enter the field “like a Plantagenet 

King” and free the (presumably Walsh) dragon “from the glacier glade.” 

The composition of H.D.’s Trilogy occurred between 1942 and 1944, roughly the same period 

during which Roberts was writing her Gods with Stainless Ears. I have been assuming that H.D.’s poem 

is something of a modern classic by now, but perhaps it is a “classic” that is widely acknowledged but 

rarely read. At least, unlike Roberts’s work, has on the whole stayed in print. Although H.D. suffered 

the bombing of London, her situation offers something of an urban analogue to Roberts’s Welsh village 

life. In H.D.’s case, the village was her London neighborhood, alive with shops, parks, pedestrians and, 

in spite of the constant danger, cradle of a burning imagination determined to survive and create a kind 

of feminist and Gnostic testament derived both from her direct experience of the bombing and an 

eclectic range of occult sources. Feminist that she was, H.D. also had at this time a male warrior hero, 

and a figure who became Achilles in her postwar epic, Helen in Egypt. He was in fact Lord Dowding 

himself, air chief marshal and fighter commander, whose policy of concentrating on fighter defense of 

the island won the Battle of Britain. When Dowding was dismissed from his position, he became 

something of a tragic figure, a man whose own son had died in the air war and who took to spiritualism 

and table-tipping to bring him back. H.D. shared these occult practices. She even met with Dowding 
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himself who, seeing how fragile she had become, warned her against some of the same activities that he 

was indulging himself. In her Trilogy, the occult is mostly expressed by way of the Egyptian mythology 

anticipated by her dedication, “for Karnak 1923, from London, 1942.” As tombs were opened by 

archaeologists in Egypt in 1923, so churches, libraries, theaters, and public buildings were opened by 

bombs in 1942. The famous photograph showing two gentlemen in bowler hats browsing the 

remaining shelves of a bombed London bookstore could serve as an illustration for the first section of 

Trilogy. H.D.’s companion, the very wealthy Breyer, wanted to leave London for the countryside. H.D. 

insisted that they stay, and so they did. She seemed to be invigorated by the bombing, and the poem 

grew and grew. Like Roberts’s Stainless Ears, H.D.’s poem ascends into a fictive space, in her case 

sponsored by “Thoth, Hermes, the stylus, / the palette, the pen, the quill” which “endure.” It would 

appear that H.D. and Roberts never met, though they were both friends of Edith Sitwell and might well 

have met through her had their situations been different. After the war, both went mad. Roberts never 

recovered, and H.D. managed slowly to heal in part because Breyer was rich enough to send her to 

Switzerland for rest and analysis. As for women in the streets, whether in Swansea or London, many of 

them died while trying to buy some potatoes or a loaf of bread. 

Women in war poems. Women pilots. Women writing war poems. This was new. Penelope did 

not write poems. Penelope did not go to Troy. But neither Roberts nor H.D. mentions the Queen. Ted 

Hughes does. In what is otherwise a book of oddly dutiful poetry, Rain-charm for the Duchy and other 

Laureate Poems, Hughes writes a note to his “a Masque for Three Voices,” first published in the 

Weekend Telegraph on 4 August 1990. In this “note,” in fact a very moving essay, Hughes tries to 

capture something of the effect the Queen (as of his poem and note, the Queen Mother) had on a 

nation at war. He realizes, he says, that his feelings are “now almost entirely limited to those born after 

the First World War but before the late thirties—that slightly different species who took in the blood 

of the First World War with their mother’s milk, and who up to their middle age knew Britain only as a 

country always at war, or inwardly expecting and preparing for war.” Or, as I have said earlier, quoting 

MacBeth, “too young to have fought, but too old to forget.” 
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When the trial came of the second world war, our sacred myth, the living symbol of a hidden 
unity, the dormant genetic resource, turned out to be the Crown. As it happened—helped, 
maybe by memory of Elizabeth the first, more surely by a memory of Victoria—the mantle of 
this palladium settled on the queen Mother, who was then queen. A decisive circumstance, it 
could be, or one that counted heavily, was the accidental fact that for those who fought in and 
survived the first World war, and entertained brief hope in the twenties, she was the generation 
of their wives, and for those who fought in the Second and expected the Third she was the 
generation of their mothers. And this enhanced the mythic role of King George VI. Passing 
time has made it clear that she not only wore the symbol of that “ring of the people,” but, being 
who she was, rose to the occasion in such a way that she became the incarnation of it. 
 
Then the threat receded—letting certain things sink back out of sight. As new generations 
began to forget these things, meanings shifted. This was strikingly illustrated to me when this 
poem, which I had taken pains to make as accessible as possible, was first published in the 
weekend Telegraph, and a reader complained that he found it incomprehensible. In a sense, it is 
for him that I have given the piece this general note—which readers of my own age will find 
superfluous—explaining how the queen Mother comes to be at the center of Britain’s 
experience of the drama of which the twentieth century will be remembered. 
 
 

* 

 
Many have argued that one reason poetry about World War II has for so long been regarded as inferior 

to that of World War I is that readers were looking for poems dealing with the familiar central locus of 

warfare, the trenches. But there were no trenches in the Second War. There were bombed cities. There 

were sacrificial pilots. There were civilian dead. Keith Douglas’s poems come closest to having given 

readers the new Wilfred Owen they were looking for. But it is really in his prose, Alamein to Zem Zem, 

that Douglas wrote his best book. The silent movie seen from the tanks, whether in Douglas himself or, 

as derived from him in MacBeth, is remarkable to read about. But the panoramic vision of dogfight or 

bombing raid seen from the air or experienced on the ground was what most needed expression, and 

what was new. “Make it new,” Ezra Pound had said, and a few poets did, though sometimes well after 

the end of the war. 

In many of the poems I have looked at about the air war, there are references to the myth of 

Daedalus and Icarus. It is almost inevitable that this should be the case. Although W. H. Auden’s 

greatest poem about the war—or perhaps one should say “given its full context by the war”—is The Age 
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of Anxiety, Daniel Swift in Bomber County turns at his conclusion to a poem that Auden wrote just as 

the war became inevitable, the famous anthology piece “Musée des Beaux Arts.” So many, Swift’s 

grandfather among them, were about to fall from their planes. And so many on the ground or at sea, as 

in Brueghel’s “Icarus,” for example, failed to notice “something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky.”  

  

In the 1970s I spent a lot of time at my wife’s family home in Hacheston, Suffolk. My daily walk took 

me through what had been a B-17 base during the Second World War. Both British and Polish pilots 

made it their home during the saturation bombing of German cities. My wife, as a child, played with 

some of the Polish children attending the local school after the war. As for me, I wrote a few poems 

about the abandoned airfield, which I found haunting. The ruins of the tower remained, and the 

runways could clearly be seen beneath the encroaching grass and weeds. I sometimes walked the length 

of them, surprised that they were in fact very short. My mother-in-law had been a spotter during the 

Blitz, and my father-in-law, veteran of World War I, was Naval Attaché in the Cabinet War Room in 

London. One of the poems I wrote ended up in Poetry magazine. Long before anything like email 

existed, I received an old-fashioned letter written with a fountain pen on elegant letterhead stationery. 

It was from a lawyer, but the lawyer was also a big donor to The Poetry Foundation, which supported 

Poetry magazine. He said he had read the poem and asked me to drop round for coffee and 

conversation. I in fact did as he asked. He turned out to be one of the “ghost-pilot” enthusiasts I had 

read about. After his secretary ushered me in to his plush office somewhere on the Chicago “gold coast,” 

he read some passages from the poem and declared: “They’re still up there, you know.” I nodded a kind 

of equivocal agreement. “And they’re coming back.” I didn’t think they’d be coming back, but I nodded 

again. “And you’ve heard them, yes?” he asked. For a third time I nodded, waiting for more. “Well,” he 

said, “the poem’s not much good, but I’m delighted to meet someone who has actually seen and heard 

the airmen.” I had neither seen nor heard them, but some of the poets I’ve written about clearly have.  

 What’s been left almost unmentioned here is the dropping of the first atomic bombs. The 

lawyer alluded to these. “What poem,” he asked, “has dealt adequately with Hiroshima.” I couldn’t 

think of one then, and I hesitate to nominate one now. But I do think at once of an opera—John 

Adams’s Dr. Atomic, in which a great aria is sung by the tenor playing the part of J. Robert 
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Oppenheimer for which Adams sets the poem by John Donne that so obsessed the historical physicist 

as he worked on The Manhattan Project. “Batter my heart, three-personed God,” it begins. It is 

certainly the high point of the opera, sung just before the dropping of the first atomic bomb to an 

explosion in the orchestra. For a moment, it seems almost adequate. But even that explosion was before 

Hiroshima. If we think of writing about Hiroshima, people of my generation may, gropingly, come up 

with John Hersey’s documentary account of the bombing itself or, written about the aftermath, 

Resnais’ film Hiroshima Mon Amour, or the published script of that film by Marguerite Durras. I am 

aware of one poem in English that could perhaps make a third account to stand with the other two I’ve 

mentioned, also by a poet of my generation, Gavin Bantock. Who is Gavin Bantock? He is a British 

poet who published a book length poem, Christ, that won the Richard Hillary Award in 1964. Two 

years later he published “Hiroshima” in the Oxford magazine of the period called New Measure. I found 

it there and included excerpts in the anthology I’ve alluded to a couple of times in this essay, 23 Modern 

British Poets. Eventually it was published as one half of a book including another long poem, “Person,” 

called Floating World. When I first read it, I found “Hiroshima” a terrifying poem, and I still do. It 

celebrates the bombing as a prefiguration of an atomic holocaust that will cleanse the world in order to 

prepare the way for new species and an ecologically coherent planet. The poem calls the bomb “Christ,” 

and worships its destruction. The bomb is a new god. In his note to the New Measure printing, Bantock 

says 

 

Hiroshima is a poem intended neither to shock, nor to appeal; it is an attempt to touch upon a 
subject permanently in the minds of men—the possibility of total destruction, accidental or 
designed, by a nuclear cataclysm. It insists on no certainties and raises no false hopes. Hiroshima 
is the name given to this overwhelming deity, whom we must perforce worship, fear or hate, as 
though it were a God. 

 

 

The poem does, of course, shock. Written half a century ago, it now seems more relevant than ever in 

the context of looming ecological catastrophe and the disaster at Chernobyl, the oral history of which, 

assembled by Svetlana Alexievich, seems like a continuation of Hersey’s famous work. While trying to 

decide whether to include Bantock’s poem in this essay, I managed to locate him in Japan, where he has 
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worked for many years. He is well aware that his work is neglected in Britain and America. Email being 

what it is, I was able to ask him what he thought about this young man’s poem at his present age of 

eighty. He wrote me back that he “would probably say the same things nowadays as I did then, but I 

would doubtless have a greater sense of reality or common sense.” I’m not quite sure what that means, 

but he continues. “The Bomb is still the God that we fear and worship. The Bomb is Christ come to 

save the world.” To save or to destroy? To destroy in order to save? Extraordinary things are happening 

in the disaster area of Chernobyl right now. Guides who take the curious into the “zone” seem to have 

stepped out of Stalker, the great film by a Russian poet’s son. So, then, here is some of Gavin Bantock’s 

poem. 

 
And  Christ 
shall lead a wonderful destruction 
as he led the Deluge 
walking in the green rain.   And walking on 
the waters left there thereafter 
and walking under the Dove 
and in the Temple.      And in the Black Death 
and in the sun which shone there thereafter 
and in the red-cross Crusades. 
 
And in Einstein’s mind 
undermining war’s cause and the reason for it 
 
And in Hiroshima 
 
and now 
 
coming soon hereafter.    Here 
after Hiroshima came. 
 
 
And Christ shall lead this wonderful destruction. 
 
For it shall come— 
this utter blitz of the leading cities: 
for minds have 
delegated power to engines fallible as minds 
and they shall see the Son of Man 
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coming in the clouds with great power 
 
And great glory in the cloud above each city 
 
And the earth shall be cleansed somewhere 
and the scourge 
scour the land deepest yet, spreading invisible 
insidious murder in the man’s blood, 
visibly struck down vomiting 
hair falling out 
and blotches on the skin 
and slow decline 
rising from the fall-out in the wind 
and great glory . . . 
 
I am utterly out of dream 
this was Japan in 1945 
when I was six. 
 
And Hiroshima is my God, 
and I love my God and I ask my God 
 
come 
and burn up he cities, Lord . . . 
 
Christ comes: 
accept the holocaust of millions. 
 
 
What language is strong enough to return us to blitzed London, Stalingrad, Malta, Cologne, atom-

bombed Hiroshima, Nagasaki? What language can call the phantom pilots back to their airfields or 

resurrect both their victims and our own failing memories? We might ask for more than Kurt 

Vonnegut’s so it goes that punctuates every mention of death in Slaughterhouse Five. And there is yet 

more to be written even as surviving combatants in world War II fade entirely away. Paul Fussell came 

to believe that a language adequate to the cataclysm of the First World War had to wait for writers who 

came long after it was over, for Thomas Pynchon, for example, in Gravity’s Rainbow. Who knows what 

may yet be written in some kind of post-atomic world. Post-atomic in one sense or the other: After an 

atomic catastrophe, or after the world actually eliminates the possibility of an ultimate cataclysm and 
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discovers a way to properly husband the earth. An age of plowshares seems almost beyond hope. But we 

must hope. And we must plow. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


