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Locksley Hall may not have much in common with the Great War, but
the allusion in my paper’s title is not entirely pointless. It seemed a fairly
efficient way to suggest two things: first, that Wilfred Owen and Edward
Thomas, like the narrator of Tennyson’s poem, are interesting figures located
at a special moment in time; and second, that despite the occasional
quaintness of their diction and ideas, their work has an oddly contemporary,
almost prophetic quality.

But first, a bit of background is in order. Wilfred Owen and Edward
Thomas are fairly prominent minor poets, although they are better known to
the general reading public (if there still is such a thing) in Britain than in the
United States. Both died in combat during World War I--Thomas in the
Battle of Arras in April 1917 and Owen while trying to cross the Sambre
Canal a week before the Armistice. Both men had published only a handful of
poems during their lifetimes, but achieved a posthumous fame fairly quickly.
Thomas’ reputation was advanced by the efforts of Middleton Murry, the
young F.R. Leavis, and R.P. Eckert, his first biographer. Owen’s work was
also praised by Murry, and it was published by his friend Siegfried Sassoon
and also by Edith Sitwell, the editor of Wheels (an important magazine that in
1919 included some of Owen'’s finest work).

Owen especially was influential upon the generation of British poets that
came of age during the late twenties and early thirties. W.H, Auden admired
and emulated both his social consciousness and his consonantal rhymes;
Stephen Spender (in his first book of literary criticism, The Destructive
Element) praised his compassion, although he grumbled somewhat over the
inadequacy of “pity” as an aesthetic principle; and Dylan Thomas regarded
him as a noble forebear, a fellow Welshman with an ardent Romanticism that
rivaled his own. Edward Thomas did not capture the imaginations of these
writers in quite the same way, although they did admire him as a fine lyric
poet, the last gasp of a rural England that was destroyed by the horrors of
industrialism and the Great War. In more recent years, however, Thomas’
work has had considerable influence upon British poets, most notably Philip

Larkin.
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