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The tribal judiciary in the governorates of
Daraa and Quneitra - an analytical social
study-

Abstract

The study aimed to provide a social and analytical study on the
phenomenon of tribal judiciary in the governorates of Daraa and
Quneitra in order to reach a scientific interpretation of it, the
research used the descriptive analytical approach, and used the
observation tool to suit them with the subject of the research.
The research reached a set of results, the most important of
which are: The tribal judiciary in the governorates of Daraa and
Quneitra is a tool to ensure security and protection as an auxiliary
factor for the authority that enjoys mandatory authority over all
the people of the two governorates according to agreed religious
and cultural rules and considerations.

Key words Tribal judiciary, religion, customs and traditions, Tribal

issues.
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Abstract

The science of mechanical tricks is considered one of the
most important sciences that the Arabs and Muslims were
concerned with. It is the science of moving machines that depend
on force and management, and everything related to movement
and pulling weights, levers and time clocks. With this meaning, it
is also known as the science of ingenious machines or the science
of mechanics based on two methods of reasoning. And

experience.

This science has aroused the interest of many Arab and
Muslim scholars, especially Badi al-Zaman Ibn al-Razzaz al-
Jazari, who lived during the Abbasid Caliphate in the Diyarbakir
region. He was interested in engineering tricks and excelled in
many achievements after he used what was written by his
predecessors in this field. He transferred theoretical experiments
to the practical, applied space, and wrote a book in which he
included talk about fifty forms of his inventions and machines,
which became the focus of interest and admiration for his

contemporaries and those who came after him.

Keywords:
(Engineering, mechanical tricks, banks, Ibn al-Razzaz al-
Jazari, robot, water-lifting machines, bubblers, piston, rotary

motion, reciprocating motion).
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Summery

There are many poets who were produced by the Macanese
environment ,and this was an important reason for the generation of
their poetry .perhaps one of the most important of these is
MAZHAR AL- HAJJI ibn al BAYYAHOF HOMS .Whenever the
recipient reads any The research adopted the aesthetic artistic
approach .We observed the phenomenon of employing the place
Homs and demonstrated the aesthetics of its employment in the
poetic text . we benefited from the hermeneutical theory that
provides for multiple readings of a single text. AL-Muteem,s
collection contains four main themes: love, alienation , sadness,
and estrangement .The poet adopted intertextuality and opposite
dualities to clarify his vision about these themes ,and he started
from the cover of the collection . There is an opposite duality
between the colors black and white ,and then these dualities extend
to the poetic texts. we see the duality of death and life ,
nothingness and existence , despair and hope triumphing over life ,
death triumphs at other times, and the poet is separated from his
painful , and madness finds the solution to reach a balance

between self and reality for the better.
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Auden and the Modern Age: A

Pessimistic Viewpoint in a Poetic Frame

Abstract

This research examines Wystan Hugh Auden's pessimistic
viewpoint regarding the modern age, and how he manages to
portray his views through his poetry. Auden's poetic career is
divided into two phases: The English phase and the American one.
Auden launched his poetic career in England, which had a great
impact upon his views and imagery. Then, the poet immigrated to
America and became an American citizen, continuing to hold his
position among the most prominent modern poets. This research
considers both phases by examining two poems each. Examining
these poems shows that the poet does not change his pessimistic
viewpoint regarding the modern age. Nevertheless, he introduces
his rather gloomy thoughts, using a bright poetic framework which

showecases his poetic skill.

Key Words: Wystan Hugh Auden, the modern age, the English
phase, the American phase, pessimistic viewpoint, poetic
framework.

130



ALy a ghall g iaY) Al daayl) dzala dlaa
U siaa dauly 2 2024 als 5 axl) 46 alaal)

Auden and the Modern Age: A Pessimistic Viewpoint in a

Poetic Frame

The modern age, which roughly began, as most critics agreed,
at the onset of the twentieth century, differed from the previous eras
in almost every aspect of life. Advances in technology made life
arguably easier and most definitely faster. Industrialisation and
urbanisation altered the fabric of society while the change in
scientific, political, economic and religious viewpoints opened the
doors for doubt and scepticism. It is true that these changes had
started earlier during the Victorian age, yet it never reached its
crystal-clear shape until later. When WWI broke out, with all the
destruction and bloodshed it brought, the world was in a real shock.
The world stood face to face with this crisis, trying to apprehend
the destruction which wrought havoc in all aspects of life, including
the moral and spiritual certainties. All of this is reflected in the
poems that are classified as "modern”. During the years of WWI,
the inter-war period and also during WWII, poetic attempts had
been made to portray the above-mentioned scene, explain it and
even try to give solutions through poetry. Examining the poets who
made these efforts, Wystan Hugh Auden stands out as one of the
prominent commentators on the modern age. "Auden", Shapiro
states, "is the Great Ruminator of modern poetry. In many ways he

Is also the typical poet of our age. In him are the rare words no one
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really wants to look up. In him are the negative convictions which

are the trade-mark of modernism [sic]™

. Shapiro's statement
mirrors the truth about Auden's poetry which is full of images of
the modern age. A word must be said, Auden’s images are gloomy
and rather pessimistic. In fact, in his poems, Auden does not depict
any bright aspects of the modern age and never promises any way

out.

This research examines Auden's pessimistic viewpoints
regarding the modern age with reference to a group of selected
poems in which the poet uses his unguestionable poetic skills to
portray what he believes to be the situation in the modern age. The
reason behind choosing these particular poems is that they strongly
and clearly reflect the image of the modern age according to
Auden. They do communicate the poet's pessimistic points of view
regarding life in the modern age. Before studying the poems, the
research gives a brief idea about Auden's life and views in life
which seem to play an important role in shaping up his poetic

viewpoints.

W. H. Auden
Wystan Hugh Auden (1907-1973) was born in York, England.
His family had a great impact upon shaping up his personality. His
father was a physician, and he occupied many important medical

positions in Birmingham. He was behind Auden's interest in
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psychology. Auden's mother was religion-oriented, and she was
behind her son's interest in theology and music®. These early
influences are yet to shape up Auden's poetic outlook both in
England and even after he left England for America in 1939.
Auden, as Nathan A. Scott, Jr puts it, "was a bright young
Englishman who had gone up to Oxford with people like Stephen
Spender and Cecil Day Lewis and Christopher Isherwood, and
there he had become a poet, destined apparently to be the most
important representative of this literary generation™. Indeed, Auden
was believed to be the voice of a generation as he was immersed in
the atmosphere of the twentieth century, and his poetry reflects his

ideas regarding life during his time.

At an early age, Auden showed an interest in the modern age

with all its aspects. Davenport-Hines argues that Auden was

the first great English poet to be born in the twentieth
century, and the

first whose work was profoundly influenced by
psychoanalytical and

Marxist theories. As a child he trusted machines better than
people,

and when young was numbered among the ‘pylon poets’ who

celebrated new technology. Yet experiences during the 1930s

nudged
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him back towards Christian faith, which became more
explicit after he
moved from England to live in the USA in 1939*.

According to this, Auden was interested in technology and the
machine which had been the emblems of the modern age since his
youth. This might have contributed to his position as the
spokesperson of a generation. His turn to Christianity probably was
not a shared solution among his generation, but his conversion
never affected his portrayal of the modern age. In other words, his
poetry does not give a religious solution of the modern plight, nor
does it promise an afterlife salvation. Rather, Auden's poetry shows

a continuity in his pessimistic portrayal of the modern age.

Poems in England

During this phase, Auden's poetry sheds light on the decline of
England. In the aftermath of WWI, England experienced many
political and economic problems which affected the fabric of
society. People suffered after WWI, and upheavals spread in the
country. Auden's "poems written in England are marvellous
testimony to how he could turn those private anxieties into a

measure of a public world gone terribly wrong™

. According to
Auden, the "English malaise seems less a matter of illness in the

soul than dysfunction in the body politic"®, to use Deane's words. In
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other words, the reasons of this collapse have something to do with
the political and economic situation of the nation rather than being
the outcome of spiritual degeneration similar to what can be found
in the poetry of T. S. Eliot for example. Two poems in particular
clearly define Auden's view at that time. The poems are "Who
Stands, the Crux Left of the Watershed" and "Musée des Beaux
Arts".

"Who Stands, the Crux Left of the Watershed"

"Who Stands, the Crux Left of the Watershed", 1927, known as
"The Watershed" is a testimony of the poet's attitude regarding the
situation of England and the decay that encompassed the whole
nation. The poem takes place in a rather symbolic setting which
clearly shows the ruined industrial situation of England. It is the
best example of Auden's landscapes which reflects his views
regarding the "modern age" of England between 1927 and 1931. "
Between 1927 and 1931", Paola Marchetti explains:

Auden created the parameters of his imaginative landscape:
dark

woods, abandoned mines, locked gates and chained-up
orchards,

remote valleys, limestone hills and mountains, silted

harbours,
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fortified farms and besieged cities. The most pervasive image
is that

of places of passage, transit and division: frontiers, passes
and

watersheds. The landscape is inhabited by spies, secret agents
and

enigmatic heroes who possess incomplete maps of the
country, and by

adversaries, enemies, censors, hostile and retributive figures,
who may

be pursuing and even trying to kill the protagonist’.

The poem represents this imaginative landscape. Now, this
landscape might not be entirely imaginative. In other words, it
might have something to do with England's landscape itself,

especially with the reference to mines.

The poem opens with a barren landscape, formerly a mine or an

industrial site as it seems. It is now deserted and "comatose":

Who stands, the crux left of the watershed,
On the wet road between the chafing grass

Below him sees dismantled washing-floors,
Snatches of tramline running to a wood,
An industry already comatose,

Yet sparsely living®.
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This barren landscape is a symbol of the collapse of the
materialistic modern age. The poet depicts the journey of a person,

later called "stranger®

, around an abandoned mine, feeling all
isolated and alienated. History-wise, the impact of WWI was severe
upon coal miners in particular. Upheavals spread and almost "half
of Great Britain six million trade-unionists had gone on strike in
support of the coal miners™'®. Besides, W. H. Auden developed a
sort of " precocious fascination with machinery and mines"*. In
another poem, titled "Heavy Date", Auden expresses his passion

towards this particular type of landscape:

When | was a child, |
Loved a pumping-engine,
Thought it every bit as

Beautiful as you*?.

All these factors contributed to this peculiar choice of landscape,
not to mention that such a setting serves the poet's ideas of bareness

and decay.

This setting is in fact a representative of England as a whole.
The enigmatic "watershed" could easily serve a double meaning,
and it seems that Auden uses his poetic craft to join the social and
the subjective dilemma in one poetic and rather pessimistic picture.

Mendelson illustrates this issue, pointing at the enigmatic nature of
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the poem and its word-choice which consequently unfold to show

Auden's view regarding modern England and its people:

When one first reads the poem’s opening line everything
about this

observer seems forbiddingly ambiguous . . . Is the crux a
crossroads

or a dilemma? Does left of mean “remaining” or “to the left
side”? And

is the watershed a divide on high ground where waters,
separate, or a

basin on low ground where waters gather? The word’s double
meaning

may have been one of Auden’s reasons for choosing it. By
the end of

the poem all these questions are resolved—and the crux
proves to be

both a crossroads and, by implication, a dilemma—~but the
opening

refuses to give up its meaning, and the observer of the scene
IS not

identified at all until the second part. Even there he is
identified by

negation, as a stranger, alien to the scene. His estranged

condition, not
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the landscape of mines, is the true Auden country™.
(Mendelson's

italics)

In such a barren landscape, the human being is wandering
aimlessly. There is no sense of direction or purpose. The idea here
is that England's industrial deterioration has taken over people's
psychological welfare. According to Auden, political and social
affairs play an important role in people's well-being. "Everywhere
in Auden’s writings at this time", Deane explains, "psychic health is

" Deane is

a prerequisite for social and political well-being
particularly talking about Auden's time in England. The poem
portrays the sense of loss. People in England are alienated, lost and

consequently "strangers":

Go home, now, stranger, proud of your young stock,
Stranger, turn back again, frustrate and vexed:

This land, cut off, will not communicate,

Be no accessory content to one

Aimless for faces rather there than here®®.

The persona in the poem is addressed as "stranger”. The stranger
represents people in the modern-age England. Modern people lack
any sense of communication. They are dead creatures, roaming a

dead land. The word-choice is remarkable here. In addition to the
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detachment from the place, illustrated earlier by Mendelson, this
latter rightfully adds another, more dangerous, detachment from

time:

The spatial barrier between the land and the stranger is also a
barrier

in time. The land, “already comatose,” is too aged, too
marked by its

“many dead,” to join the stranger proud of his “young stock.”
The

Stranger can neither communicate with the past nor decide on
plausible future™.

The poet wuses "frustrate”, "vexed" “cut off", "will not
communicate™ and "aimless"”. This group of words, along with the
previous "industrial words "tramline”, "industry", "engine" and

winch"Y’

strongly express the poet's pessimistic view regarding the
modern age. The poet does not even anticipate or even hope for a
better future. The poem closes with the word "danger"*® and this
choice summarises the sense of pessimism throughout the poem
and the poet's overall pessimism regarding the modern age. This
pessimism also appears in the following poem, "Musée des Beaux

Arts".
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“Musée des Beaux Arts”

This poem was written in 1938, first published in the 1939 issue
of New Writing, and then, appeared in the collected volume of verse
Another Time, 1940. Auden wrote this poem after visiting a
museum in Belgium. The speaker makes a tour in a gallery,
contemplating works of art by some of the greatest painters of past
generations and admiring their ability to present the human
suffering. The poem is an example of ekphrasis which is a verbal
description of a visual work of art'®. The poet calls attention to the
ignorance and indifference of people who observe the scenes. The
poet suggests that people are indifferent regarding the human
suffering. Davenport-Hines discusses the poem's main point of

venture, arguing that

"Musée des Beaux Arts", written at Brussels in 1938,
reminds us how

often and easily we put aside other people's catastrophes to
pursue our

own petty quotidian comforts. Most of us daily stick our
spades into

the carcass while it is still steaming and go off for lunch. To
pretend

that we are only involved in love, rather than implicated in
suffering,

is a cheat®.
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People would rather not confront another person's suffering. In

other words, they are numb to the reality of another's pain.

The poet appreciates the skill of the painters of the past

generations and their ability to portray the human suffering:

About suffering they were never wrong,

The old Masters: how well they understood

Its human position: how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just
walking

dully along;*

He relates the stories that the paintings depict: the birth of Christ,
Crucifixion and the fall of Icarus. Observing these painting, the
poet points at the danger of normalizing suffering. It is true that
"normality and suffering coexist and may indeed be inseparable.
Yet neither of the two justifies the other. Art must not try to achieve
a reconciliation with suffering: on the contrary, it must expose the
contradictory coupling and leave judgements to its percipients"%, to
use Emig's words. The poem does shed light on the modern age that
IS, according to the poet, is characterized by numbness and

indifference.
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The poet refers to Massacre of the Innocents, a painting that

depicts the Biblical story of the slaughter of male children under the

age of two by Herod:

How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood:*?

The poet makes a juxtaposition between suffering, embodied in
murder, and indifference represented by the indifferent children
who play, careless about this crime and about "the miraculous
birth".

The poem also refers to the Crucifixion. However, even this
great event is considered as a mundane thing: "They never forgot /
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course"?*. The poem
here suggests that although suffering is a painful experience, it is
considered by people as a natural part of living and being human.
While this is in fact true, the danger that the poem presents is that a
great event like the Crucifixion is considered an ordinary thing
rather than an act of redemption. This shows the numbness of
people in the modern age towards suffering, especially the suffering

that has a significant spiritual value.
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The poem then focuses on Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.

This painting refers to the famous Greek myth of Icarus who tried

to fly:

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green
Water, and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on?.

Examining the painting, Icarus only appears in the title while in the
painting itself, he is in the corner, and only his legs are seen out of
water as he is drawning. Meanwhile, life goes on, and nobody
seems to care about this incident. People ignore Icarus's attempt to
fly with wings which is a precedent. Moreover, they are careless

about his fall and death.

In an interesting debate about this poem, Aidan Wasley presents
two conflicting points of view. The first one states: " What
Brueghel understands, the poem tells us, is that there is very little

we as individuals can do to make anything happen to stem the
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inescapable tide of human suffering that always surrounds us"*.

According to this, suffering is inevitable and people cannot do
anything, which implies that even sympathy is irrelevant. The
opposing point of view, also presented by Wasley is that the poem
"asks us to rebel against this apparently clear-eyed and
unsentimental diagnosis of the unalterable “human position” of
suffering"?’. Thus, in this poem, the poet presents a moral dilemma
that, according to him, is prevailing in the modern age which is the

choice that is inspired by morals and ethics.

Auden once mentioned that "[y]ou cannot tell people what to
do, you can only tell them parables; and that is what art really is"%,
Neither the poet nor the poem can force people to choose, but they
present the problem to the naked eye, hoping that people in the
modern age might be alarmed about their threatened humanity.
"Both stanzas of 'Musée des Beaux Arts™, Kirsch explains, "derive
their power from the juxtaposition of momentous suffering with the
unconcerned lives of ordinary people"®. The poem presents a
criticism of the modern age with its indifference and numbness. It
criticizes the passivity shown by modern people towards pain and
suffering. Besides, it emphasizes the ideas that people ignore great
events and achievements, keeping their eyes on mundane activities.
This attitude is carried forward to appear in Auden's poems, written

in America.
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Poems in America

In 1939, Auden decided to move to America. "His decision at
the end of the 1930s to relocate to America"”, Sharpe explains, "may
have been driven by essentially personal and professional
considerations, but took on a public significance because of when it
occurred™®®. In fact, Auden's decision to relocate in America came
at the beginning of WWII, and that what gave it a public
dimension. A close examination of the personal considerations,
mentioned by Sharpe would reveal that one of the most important

reason is the change in Auden's religious attitude. In fact, Auden

undergoes a reconsideration of his religious beliefs, which
moves him

intellectually away from the devotion to Marx and Freud that
he has

articulated in the 1930s . . . Auden increasingly insisted on
the social

and public dimensions to his Christianity. Although faith may
begin

in the private it cannot live by remaining there, but only by
an

engagement with the public realm®.
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Earlier than his decision to relocate in America, Auden visited
America many times and connected with some theologians who

affected his religious views later on®*,

Thus, even Auden's private reasons are connected to his public
attitudes, which applies to his political views, not to forget that
Auden's departure to America took place at the beginning of WWII,
as pointed out earlier. Hass clarifies Auden's attitude towards the

wars in his poetry as follows:

In between the height of modernism [sic] and the present late

modernism [sic] stand the two great wars. Auden was too
young to

participate in the first world war, and too old to join the ranks
of

soldiery in the second. He nevertheless felt compelled to
address

politics and play his part®.

Auden discusses wars in his poetry. In particular, he examines the
impact of the wars upon social life and the psychological health. It
IS true that this attitude also appears in Auden's poems in England,
however, in his poems in America this tendency is intensified.
Auden concentrates on life during both war and peace, shedding

light on tyranny and corruption which contaminated the life in the
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modern age. The remainder of this research examines two of
Auden’'s American poems: "The Unknown Citizen" and "The Shield
of Achilles".

"The Unknown Citizen™

This poem was published in 1940, and it demonstrates the
poet's concern regarding the status of people in the modern age.
According to Auden, people in the modern age are detached from
their humanity. The modern society has made people as copies of
one another without any sense of individuality or even privacy. All
of this is shown in the poem through the ironical praise of an
unknown citizen who represents all people in the modern society.
The poem is ironical and is meant to address people in the modern
age in general rather than being limited to criticizing the American
society. "The fundamental problem for any modern satirist”, Spears
argues, "is to find standards of judgment that will be acceptable to a
sizable audience**. Auden successfully manages to employ irony
to serve his ends. "The successful management of ironical effects",
Brooks JR. and Warren argue, "is one of the most difficult
problems of a poet . . . There are many shades of irony and many
functions which irony may perform. Certainly, it is not to be limited
to an obvious and heavy sarcasm"®. Indeed, in "The Unknown
Citizen", Auden does not launch a severe or obvious attack on the
norms of the modern society which he wants to criticise. On the

contrary, irony is adopted in a light yet smart way. In his "Late
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Auden: The Satirist as Lunatic Clergyman™, Spears highlights
Auden's efforts to employ his poetic tools to criticise the modern

age in a way that makes him able to pay his readers' attention:

Apparently, Auden strives consciously to achieve as much of

the

quality of lightness as is possible under such adverse
conditions. In

order to express the "sense of his own age,"” he must not
adopt attitudes

so idiosyncratic or eccentric that they cut him off from the
currents of

intelligent opinion®®.

In order to achieve this, the poet adopts a calm serious tone and
talks as if he was giving a real report. This calmness in itself serves

to convey a strong poetic criticism of the modern age.

The poem shows that this citizen, does not have a name. Rather,
he is referred to by numbers, "JS/07 M378"%. He is unknown, as
the title shows which means that he is obscure and does not have
any identity. The poet captures the readers' attention by stating that
this citizen is a good one according to statistics: " He was found by
the Bureau of Statistics to be / One against whom there was no

official complaint"®. At its face value, the poem praises this
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obedient citizen, but, in reality, the poem criticises such a passive
attitude, and condemns what this "Modern Man"*° represents, as

Platizky argues:

In essence, the sarcastic speaker seemingly praises but, of
course,

actually mocks the kind of citizen who blindly relinquishes
his

individuality to the "Greater Community” and the kind of
society that

insists and depends on such sacrifices from its modern-day
Saint, a

saint who does not seek higher truth but merely exists to
perpetuate

the status quo™.

Ironically, the poem alters the meaning of the word "Saint", which
is originally associated with religious and noble qualities.
According to the poem, this citizen has become a "Saint" because
he sacrifices his humanity for the government: " And all the reports
on his conduct agree / That, in the modern sense of an old-
fashioned word, he was a saint, / For in everything he did he served

the Greater Community"*".
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The poem gives a detailed account of the citizen's life which
indicates that this person was under surveillance all the time, this is
in fact a criticism of the modern society in which individuals have

lost their privacy and hence their humanity:

The Press are convinced that he bought a paper every day

And that his reactions to advertisements were normal in
every way.

Policies taken out in his name prove that he was fully
insured,

And his Health-card shows he was once in hospital but left it
cured.

Both Producers Research and High-Grade Living declare

He was fully sensible to the advantages of the Instalment
Plan

And had everything necessary to the Modern Man,

A phonograph, a radio, a car and a frigidaire.

Our researchers into Public Opinion are content

That he held the proper opinions for the time of year;

When there was peace, he was for peace: when there was
war, he

Went*,

Besides highlighting the citizen's loss of privacy, the poem provides

"attacks on a consumer society that may provide adequately for
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external needs"*

, to use Firchow's words. The poem evaluates the
citizen according to material possessions. This is an attack on the
modern society which gives value to material possessions, turning
people themselves into possessions. The alliteration in "When there
was peace, he was for peace: when there was war, he went" shows
how this citizen is just an echo of his society with no individual
opinion or identity. Moreover, the citizen "was married and added
five children to the population / Which our Eugenist says was the
right number for a parent of his generation"**. Even the number of
his children is decided by somebody else, and it is decided

according to statistics and numbers.

Towards the end of the poem, the poet poses a very important
question which sums up his pessimistic view regarding the modern
age: " Was he free? Was he happy?"* This rhetorical question
presents the answer clearly. This is why the poet ironically states
that the "question is absurd: / Had anything been wrong, we should
certainly have heard"*®. Needless to say, this citizen is not happy;
he is a machine, working according to the norms of his society and
government. In other words, he is dehumanised. A word must be
said that this poem is not meant to attack the American society in
particular, although this poem was written after Auden had settled
in America. For Auden, the American atmosphere was a microcosm

to a macrocosm. "Every poet”, Auden states. " is at once a

representative of his culture and its critic**’. According to this,
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being part of a society or an age, the poet does not only "belong™,
he or she is obliged to be a critic of vices. Indeed, "The Unknown
Citizen" criticises the modern age in general, looking at the
materialistic attitude which enslaved people, turning them into
machines void of humanity. The poet does not suggest solutions nor
does he promise hope. The poem presents a pessimistic viewpoint
regarding the modern age, yet, through irony, the poet succeeds in
conveying his dark content in a light poetic form, making it
acceptable even humorous to the readers. This pessimistic
viewpoint appears in many of Auden's poems in America, and the

next poem, "The Shield of Achilles™ is one of the best examples.

""The Shield of Achilles™

This poem was first published in 1953, and then, it was
included in a collection of poetry in 1955. In this poem, the poet
uses the myth as a framework for his poem which is a famous
practice among Modernist poets. In a formless age, the poet needs a
form for his or her poems. Progress claims that the present is better
than the past, but viewing the situation of the modern age, the poet
seems to believe that the chaotic present lacks the form and order of
the past. Thus, the linear time of history no longer seems to be
right. Poets tend to use the circular time in the hope that the past
and the present could meet, hence the use of myth. In this poem,
Auden uses the myth of Achilles' shield which is narrated in

Homer's Iliad. Spears states that
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"The Shield of Achilles,” in which, as in the Iliad, the shield

symbolizes art, image of the human condition. Auden's
version,

however, is mock-heroic, contrasting the Homeric
description to the

life the modern artist must represent. Hephaestos (the artist)
shows

Thetis (the audience) in the Shield of art not the classical City
but the

Plain of modern life*,

Thus, the original shield of the myth presents cheerful and
promising images of life in peace and war while the modern shield

reflects the plight of modern life.

In the original myth, the hero, Achilles, is going to war. His
mother, the goddess Thetis, asks Hephaestos to forge a new shield
for her son. The poem presents a juxtaposition between the old

shield of the myth and the modern one in Auden's poem:

She looked over his shoulder
For vines and olive trees,
Marble well-governed cities

And ships upon untamed seas,
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But there on the shining metal
His hands had put instead
An artificial wilderness
And a sky like lead.

A plain without a feature, bare and brown,

No blade of grass, no sign of neighbourhood,
Nothing to eat and nowhere to sit down,

Yet, congregated on its blankness, stood
An unintelligible multitude,

A million eyes, a million boots in line,

Without expression, waiting for a sign*.

What Thetis sees is different from her expectation. In other words,
the images provided by Auden are different from the images in the
mythical world. "In 'The Shield of Achilles’, Auden creates a
similar dialogue between naive optimism and harsh reality by using
two very distinct stanza forms, with the intriguing difference that,
in this poem, it is the longer lines that represent the latter"*°. Auden
skilfully uses the form of his poem to contribute to the meaning.
This is shown through the discrepancy between lines-length in the
stanzas which talk about the past and those which talk about the
present. The lack of rhyme scheme also symbolizes the lack of
harmony in the modern age. The scattered rhyming words in the

poem shows that the rhyme scheme is struggling and so are morals.
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According to the poem, life in the modern age is chaotic during
war and peace. In the past, wars were waged for just causes. Heroes
went to wars to defend their lands and to seek honour. In the
modern age, war is justified through numbers and statistics. A dry
voice leads people and convinces them to go to a war they do not

know anything about:

Out of the air a voice without a face
Proved by statistics that some cause was just
In tones as dry and level as the place:
No one was cheered and nothing was discussed;
Column by column in a cloud of dust
They marched away enduring a belief
Whose logic brought them, somewhere else, to grief>".
People in the modern age are void of humanity. They are turned
into machines, following the orders of a "voice"; a voice not a
human being. Auden was known for his refusal of war. Reading
Auden's poetry, Kendall states™: "Every war, no matter how distant,
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is everyone’s war Auden's poetry shows this attitude,

referencing the poet's concern regarding war.

Besides criticising war, Auden's poem contemplates the moral

attitude of people in the modern age. According to the poem, the
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mythical world of the original shield is full of rituals and sacrifices

while the modern age is full of random murders. Even the
Crucifixion which is meant to be regarded with respect as a token

of sacrifice and redemption becomes meaningless:

She looked over his shoulder
For ritual pieties,
White flower-garlanded heifers,
Libation and sacrifice,
A crowd of ordinary decent folk
Watched from without and neither moved nor spoke
As three pale figures were led forth and bound

To three posts driven upright in the ground®?.

Seeing all these horrible modern images, the shield maker himself
runs away and Thetis cries because now she is certain that her son
IS going to die. She realises, as the poem closes, that, in the modern
age, there is no place for heroes. The poet intends his poem to be an
honest account of what he believes regarding the modern age.

Justifying the dark images in the poem, Matterson debates that

“The Shield of Achilles” is a statement about aesthetics as
well as
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about politics. It would be easy (and lucrative) for
Hephaestos to

please Thetis by giving her the images that she wants, but to
do so

would be an irresponsibility to his art; it would be
“dishonest,” to use

the term Auden will employ in the foreword to his 1966
Collected

Shorter Poems. The job of the poet is to tell the truth about
our world,

to “free us from self-enchantment and deception”.**

Examining the previous poems, one can obtain a clear idea
about Auden's viewpoints regarding the modern age. It is
interesting to notice the similarity between the poems, which are
written in England and those that are written in America. The poet
experienced life in both sides of the Atlantic, but he found the same
dark image of the modern age. Needless to say, Auden's view
regarding the modern age seems to be rather gloomy as the poet
does not give any sign of hope or possibility for change; an attitude
which might be considered extreme. However, Auden manages to
make his views appeal to critics as well as readers by employing
poetic frames which shows the poet's artistic skill. Besides images
and symbols, Auden uses techniques such as irony, myth,
juxtaposition and ekphrasis. His poetry showcases his poetic
brilliance and secures his position among the leading modern poets.
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