Poetry
Fourth year-first semester

The 2nd lecture:                                                                                                                                      د.حصة
Literature in the early 20th century

Did you read ‘The Darkling Thrush’ poem? What is in this poem that really made it a suitable start to the semester? The poem is celebrating two occasions: the death of the previous century (the 19th century) and the birth of a new one. What do we find in the poem that there is no celebration, but there is a lamentation rather than celebration? There is an absence of an important side of celebration>>>> there is a complete absence of the ringing bells of church. This means absence of religion. It is the sense of uncertainty. So, there is grey color. There is dead body laying on a ground and covered with whiteness and coldness. It is a reference to coldness they are living. It is the spiritual coldness (their sense of being lonely). The sense of coldness is not due to the snowy atmosphere or weather but it is the coldness that is coming from inside them. There is no relationship. There is an absence of any warm relationship.
The description given in this poem is giving us a key towards good understanding of the new period. We may speaks of the colors in this poem, the tone which is to some extent not happy one, questioning (questioning at the end of the poem {he is question the caroling of the bird and why this bird is tiny and tires? Why does it sing?}). 
This poem is as an introduction to the age/ as a key towards understanding of the age. From this poem we may move to a kind of definition of this century and the characteristics. When we are speaking about definitions, we give dates and duration. The duration of this early 20th century is from 1900 to 1945.
A student: Did this period cause the cold war?
The doctor: people were anticipating something to happen. People were very sensitive to the changes that their countries were going through. They were keen in counting down the changes that will come to the peak. The first 13 years were only the early years where people were ready for changes and they were questioning what is coming. They were not very optimistic about it. This is very clear through the pessimistic tone that is prevailing in this poem. This poem is written by one poet, but he is a representative of his age. He is presenting us with a kind of panoramic scene of the age in which people are not to be seen. No people were seen here and no people were presented. People were in their houses. The only one is the speaker who is leaning upon a coppice gate. This gate is grey and it is the gate towards the New Year. It is not ornamented/ it is not bright. There is no religious celebration. There are no ceremonies. People are closing themselves in their houses. Dead body is laying down and covered with this whiteness. Trees are withering and others with whiteness. This is normal during winter. Even the whiteness which is a sign of purity, it is now a sign of death rather than of purity (coldness of feelings/ coldness of emotions/ coldness of relationships). So, he presented us with early features of his age. All this can be seen in poetry later on. All the suffering of people whether seen, expressed or felt, hidden, unspoken find its way into poetry. It is unseen yes, but later on is very apparent. 
So, this is the duration. The duration is the period which covers the years from 1900 to 1945 which it has been marked with special features that created a new kind of literature in general and poetry in particular. What are these features? When we are speaking of the general feature of the age, we need to try to draw map (who were writing there). If you are to find out the features, you need to answer yourself this question>>> who were writing at that time? And what type of writing they were presenting? What were the themes? What were their interests?  What were their styles? In what way they were writing?
We witnessed some issues concerning women in 19th century. Women were asking for more rights. They were asking for more education. Their writings were perfectly presented to read in public. So, women issue was there all the time. With the coming of the new century (the 20th century), women position was improving in education, in the question of marriage and divorce and in their custody of their children. Married women started to get their own property. The new readings, the reading of the classics, the interest in new issues in their life, question new areas encouraged them to think of new ways of writing which brought about new schools like imagism and cubism and a lot of literary school and it is a little bit early to speak of these schools. If you want to understand the 20th century, you need only to keep in mind what you have read about the Victorian period. What was their subject? It was the domestic subject and even ladies were writing about their own lives, children, marriage, and love affair. And only those who have left Italy were able to tackle some political issues. In the beginning of the 20th century, the political subject found its way to poetry. In fact they were not able to speak frankly. When it comes to politics and some other issues like taboos like, they were in need to some ways and some tools/ techniques to express. So, those techniques are growing and improved by these writers like imagism (the use of image) which created the imagism as a school (a new trend created by a group of writers and being reserved by the other writers). Imagism has been created by a group of writers who used to gather in Paris. They were having discussion with each other. They come with new ways/ new strategies to write good poetry. So, we find writers started to tackle new issues like politics.
New genres were at that time like dealing with action and adventure.
If we started with Hardy as being an introduction to this age, we have to regard alienation. We spoke of gray color which means uncertainty. The skepticism that has been witnesses during the 19th century is now showing itself very clearly in doubting everything and questioning everything. This shows that they are suffering uncertainty, doubt and skepticism. They were changing. They were trying to find new ways of saying new things, throwing away all the trite and the conventional ways. They were suffering this sense of uncertainty and skepticism, and questioning every matter. So, alienation is one of the key words for this age. What is the meaning of alienation? >>> isolation/ being alone/ it is not physical alienation/ it is not physical loneliness. It is the sense rather than the physical. So, this sense of alienation started with man having sense of alienation from God/ the Creator. People started to suffer this alienation religiously speaking and then it extends to be a prevailed sense in the 20th century. So, this is one of the features>>> sense of alienation. We will find this growing very fast drastically during the years of war to reach its peak with poems like ‘The Waste Land’ by T.S. Eliot.
So, what are the features? We said alienation, skepticism, doubt, questioning everything. We tackled upon their relation to God.
What was the type of literature? Everything was organized and the styles were reserved. And the language was well written language with a lot of ornamentation, direct (didactic). It is a strict tradition when it comes to different styles/ to different ways of writing like using lyrics/ elegy/ songs/ sonnets. So, they were dismissing all these traditions and writing something different. The tone was to some extent pessimistic. So, they rejected, throw away all the traditions of the 19th century.  They rejected what has been presented at that time, but they were stealing a little bit backward to the romantics (late 19th century). What do think they found in romantics to borrow? images / humanitarian approach to certain issue. The romantics were speaking of man. This will come to the type of language used. What type of languages used to be written in romantics? >>>ordinary, direct, colloquial. This is the language these people of the 20th century were writing. When I say they are borrowing, this means that they are not copying, but with variations according to their own meaning and attitudes/ approach to certain issues. (But generally speaking, the humanitarian approach to literature that has marked the romantics addressing man in general/ the idea). When it comes to these writers, we will find them writing individual poetry speaking their own language/ speaking their own ideas. Subjectivity was prevailing in the early 20th century. Subjectivity and individuality does not mean personal.
So, they were using their real language. They are showing their real theme. They are using images, not to beautify; it is not for ornamentation. They were using images not like the one had been using in the 18th century. Language is used to bring about reality rather than to beatify or ornament their item. When it comes to images, it is not poetic, impolite, strange, and full of contradiction. In John Donne’s poems, you will find strange images and sometimes they are unacceptable and not poetic. There is nothing beautiful about them. They were daring enough to compare the relation of man to Satan to God. So, they went back to borrow images from the metaphysical writers.
We say they throw away all the traditions/ the conventionality of the 20th century rather than the classics. When it comes to the classics, we find Home, Virgil, and Horace. All these writers find their way to writings. In their poetry they expressed their real feelings to tackle great issues. Some works cannot be understood unless you are aware of the references. There are a lot of allusions; biblical and literary ones, found in their writings. For example, you cannot understand ‘The Waste Land’ by Eliot easily.
So, they use very close to reality; they were using colloquial language.
Sonnet also is still in use, but it extended from 14 lines to be 21 lines.
Experimentation was one of the key word when it comes to techniques. So, they tried many techniques. They used the lyrics, the sonnets and songs.
Since they were direct language and since they are individual (not personal, but human) in their writings, so symbolism appeared. The use of symbols in their poetry was under the umbrella of a school or a literary movement entitled symbolism. So, symbolism and imagism and modernism are new themes / new approaches to human issues. We are going to study modernism, imagism and symbolism by the end of this semester or at least in the beginning of the second semester when we come to read Eliot, but it started very early. In the beginning poetry started with different themes in the first ten years. With the coming of the war, those who were writing under modernism have not stopped writing completely but they retreated to the backstage and now it is only the war poets are on the stage and that’s why we are being shifted to read poetry that is conventional/ traditional/ using trite language and ordinary way of techniques of poetry. So, we are being cut. Modernism started early and it was on the top and then it disappeared little bit/ not cut away. It declined for the sake of war. And then it is on the top again with William Butler Yeats.
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