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Abstract  

Two modes of depiction characterize the understanding of nature in English War Poetry. The first one, in synch 

with the most warfare narratives, involves the portrayal of a dark, gloomy atmosphere with devastated landscapes, 

filled with fumes, heaps of metal and concrete, and the remnants of a dying nature in the background. The second 

one depicts a rural ‘home,’ far away from the battle zone, enclosed by a pristine and idealized environment, giving 

the warmth of the ‘motherland,’ which is equally embracing, protective, and fertile as ‘mother nature.’ Although 

they were not purposeless at the time, these two contrastive approaches have come to formulate an area of contest 

within contemporary literary scholarship as well as in the current forms of the posthumanities and environmental 

humanities because they create a further distance between nature and culture, widening the long-established gap 

between the two. By problematizing this stark contrast between nature and culture, body and mind, and matter and 

text, this article presents a critique of early ecocritical readings of English war poems, and as an alternative, it 

offers a mattertextual analysis of Wilfred Owen’s “Spring Offensive” (1918), which might help us better 

understand the long-term anthropogenic impacts related to the toxic intrusions of the war into the earth and its 

human and nonhuman components. 

Keywords: mattertext, human-nonhuman entanglement, natureculture(s), bodymind, Wilfred Owen, “Spring 

Offensive” (1918) 

 

Introduction  

War is a resource-dependent process. It consumes various living beings and inorganic things, 

de-enacting their agential potentials and reducing them into mere tools of military agendas, 

political instabilities, and economic degradation. War poetry, especially in its anti-war tradition, 

has often pointed out this devouring effect of war on human and nonhuman life forms alike. As 

such, it is only expected that nature is a “staple constituent” in war poetry (Reis, 2011, p. 324). 

However, the fact that nature appears to be a salient theme in war poetry does not necessarily 
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indicate a direct relationship between the said genre and ecocritical ventures. Even if it does so, 

it probably refers to an early form of ecocriticism, considered to be yet another mode of literary 

analysis, as in Cheryll Glotfelty’s preliminary description. In 1996, Glotfelty pronounced eco-

criticism as a means of literary critique, aligned with fellow critical methods of reading, using 

the following words: “Just as feminist criticism examines language and literature from a gender-

conscious perspective, and Marxist criticism brings an awareness of modes of production and 

economic class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an earth-centred approach to literary 

studies” (p. xix). Although these lines spurred ecocriticism in a flourishing direction, the con-

temporary studies and fields of interest within the scope of ecocritical analysis have long moved 

beyond a simple literary and critical perspective. Since especially the 2010s, ecocriticism has 

become a key element in the development of new philosophies and outlooks, under which many 

diverse strains of environmental humanities and posthumanities thrived, such as the vast areas 

of object-oriented ontologies, posthumanist ecofeminism(s), and new materialisms. 

From this viewpoint, one can only ‘claim’ to take an ecocritical stance to analyze war poetry 

and show a straightforward relationship between environmentally oriented thought and the 

lamentation over the loss of nature. Such relationship would only reveal solastalgic ideas and 

emotions, which calls to mind the concept of ecological grief. The term ecological grief, as I 

intend to use here, refers to the disturbing feeling humans experience when they witness the 

loss of their home environment. The sentiments evoked by most anti-war poetry resonate with 

this understanding, and it is not surprising for literary scholars to tend to compose interconnec-

tions between war poetry and ecocritical approaches, based on such understanding of ecological 

grief. Many literary critics would perhaps argue along similar lines that war poetry lends itself 

best to this kind of ecocritical analysis. I, on the other hand, find this stance to be too reduction-

ist. Grieving over the loss of nature as an idolized, untouched piece of landscape is an overgen-

eralization of anthropocentric perspectives, not only because that kind of perspective centralizes 

the human figure and views environmental degradation as collateral damage but also because, 

as I argue above, war is a process that can exist only by depleting human or nonhuman agents, 

which it views as resources. Therefore, in this article, my argument develops in two veins. First, 

I propose a critical approach towards the oversimplified claims that war poetry and ecocriticism 

have explicit links to one another, and second, I suggest a more contemporary outlook towards 

Wilfred Owen’s poem, “Spring Offensive” (1918).  

Areas of Contest: A Critical Approach to Early Ecocritical Readings of War Poems 

The presence of nature or its loss as a theme in war poetry might be deceiving. Nature, as a key 

element, appears often in two modes in war poems, which either praise the rural landscape or 

lament its death. Therefore, despite their seeming lenience towards conventional ecocritical 

readings, war poems often fall into the trap of portraying nature and humans as separate entities 

that dwell in different ontological zones. The two main methods employed to characterize the 

depiction of nature in war poems reveal either bleak or idyllic pictures, but the world is too 

complex to fit into a binary logic, pictured in an almost computerized 1/0 mindset. The first 

picture, in synch with the most warfare narratives, involves the portrayal of a dark, gloomy 

atmosphere with devastated landscapes, filled with fumes, heaps of metal and concrete, and the 

remnants of a dying nature in the background. The second one depicts a rural ‘home,’ far away 

from the battle zone, enclosed by a pristine and idealized environment, giving the warmth of 

the ‘motherland,’ which is equally embracing, protective, and fertile as ‘mother nature.’ Such 

distinction between the two images is, perhaps most notably, visible in T.S. Eliot’s The Waste 

Land (1922), a marker of modernist poetry, although Eliot himself was not a war poet. The 

opening lines of this famous poem thematizing war and its aftermath strongly attest to a segre-

gation between the human and the nonhuman spheres, signifying the persistent appearance of 

binary oppositions: 
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April is the cruellest month, breeding 

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing 

Memory and desire, stirring 

Dull roots with spring rain. 

Winter kept us warm, covering 

Earth in forgetful snow, feeding 

A little life with dried tubers. (lines 1-7) 

These lines, as Elizabeth Harris (2013) also notes, underscore “a significant break between the 

human and nonhuman world” (p. 90), thereby delineating the borders between nature and cul-

ture. The clear juxtaposition of the destroyed landscape with that of a nature giving re-birth to 

life implies a preference of ‘natural life’ over ‘technological devastation.’ Contributing more to 

the discrepancy is the implicit distinction between the human and the nonhuman. That distinc-

tion is understandable when the context in which The Waste Land was written, as part of the 

modernist period, is considered: Eliot’s poem is indeed a landmark in English literature in sev-

eral aspects, and thus, it inevitably bears the mark of twentieth-century disillusionment with so-

called human progress. In this sense, however, while it is true that the poem is open for ecocrit-

ical possibilities, one must notice that it only does reveal such potentials by reversing the roles 

of human and nature. It dethrones the so-called reigning power, ‘Man,’ and replaces this with 

the self-rejuvenating, agentic nature. That is, it seems to ignore (if not completely unaware of) 

the idea that human is only a part of nature, and that culture cannot be simply devoid of it.  

A similar reiteration of nature/culture dichotomy surfaces in many war poems and gives a sense 

of environmental cataclysm as collateral damage, where the loss of human lives is at the fore-

ground. This means, nature and the lamentation over its loss are only of secondary importance. 

Here lies the main problem of a thought pattern that “gave rise to a humanism that isolated 

‘man’ and so erased the presence of other kinds as integral to the nature of dwelling” (Latimer 

and Miele, 2013, p. 6). The erasure of nature, or the rise of culture, science, and technology 

above everything else, was the very reason that motivated an unprecedented war. Reading these 

lines, therefore, seems only likely from an early perspective of ecocritical stance. Such view 

can become clearer if one considers Adeline Johns-Putra’s evaluation of Glotfelty’s aforemen-

tioned definition: “The political position taken up by ecocriticism, expressed [in Glotfelty’s 

words] as ‘earth-centred,’ is a narrowing of the definition of environment to refer to the natural 

and non-human [sic] (rather than more generally spatial) and a stated preference for (rather than 

simple interest in) the non-human [sic] over the human” (2010, p. 745). So, the contrast between 

the human and the nonhuman domains still preserve their existence within these lines of 

thought, indicating preference of one over the other, rather than viewing them as entangled and 

enmeshed.  

Put differently, then, the sharp divergence between the two types of imagery in war poems 

draws our attention to the view of nature as the opposite of development, culture, and technol-

ogy. This dichotomic panorama reminds us of Catriona Sandilands’s observation on the binary 

perceptions of nature versus progress. Nature, as Sandilands points out, is “viewed as the ob-

verse of all that is wrong with civilization” (1999, p. 68). Thus, one can oppose the idea that 

ecological thought can actually find itself a place in English War Poetry due to the paradoxical 

approach the poems take. They often put nature on a pedestal and worship it, grieving over its 

devastation. Then, they turn to a monopolization of human suffering and leave nature in the 
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background, treating it as an ornamental object. Of course, my intention is not to criticize the 

state of mind the soldier-poets of the time possess. But my point is that if one reads English 

War Poetry from an ecocritical perspective and argues that the role of nature is central to the 

poem, then they are probably following a discourse almost three decades old. After all, a similar 

form of marginalization of natural forces and the centralization of the human also based the 

ground for military historical writing. As Joseph P. Hupy (2008) notes, the impact of “terrain, 

weather, and climate” on the consequences of war has always been depicted in books on mili-

tary philosophy or warfare tactics (p. 406). Comprehensive descriptions of battles, as Hupy 

writes, abound “the woes of an unforeseen storm destroying an unprepared army, a com-

manderʼs failure to seize the higher piece of ground, or a once mighty army vanishing into 

oblivion because they did not prepare for the upcoming onslaught of winter” (2008, p. 406). 

Although these depictions indicate the interconnected relationship between nature, warfare, and 

human interactions, military historical notes were not intended for the indication of a dynamic 

entanglement of these elements. Rather, these notes, like most historical narratives, were an-

thropocentrically authored and were intended to be warnings for the combatant armies against 

the influence of the physical environment on the battle zone and decision-making processes.  

These anthropocentric (and inevitably androcentric) views of the physical environment in mil-

itary historical narratives are parallel to the subject/object binary recurrent in most cases in war 

poetry. The clash between the human (subject) and the nonhuman nature or the environment 

(object) unfolds in several other layers. In the examples penned by various war poets, for in-

stance, there is a general inclination to celebrate what is natural over what is urbane. In Isaac 

Rosenberg’s “Break of Day in the Trenches” (1916) and “Dead Man’s Dump” (1917), it is 

possible to observe such contrasts. In the former poem, the lines “Droll rat, they would shoot 

you if they knew / Your cosmopolitan sympathies” (lines 6-7) are a sardonic warning for the 

nonhuman (rodent), whose potential death is bio-politicized through an anthropomorphic lens. 

Likewise, in “Dead Man’s Dump,” the lines “Earth has waited for them / All the time of their 

growth / Fretting for their decay: / Now she has them at last!” (lines 14-17) indicate a vengeful 

nature. In both cases, the tendency to prioritize nature over culture, which then turns to highlight 

the human factor as opposed to loss of nature, also implies a distinction between femininity and 

masculinity, which is especially explicit in the latter poem’s reference to Earth as ‘she.’ This 

distinction – both in implied and obvious forms – brings about another ironic and sharp segre-

gation of a ‘feminine’ and ‘embracing’ nature figure from a ‘masculine’ and ‘destructive’ 

techno-culture. Within such dichotomy, “patriarchal culture [is] individuated,” while “nature 

[is] interconnected” (Sandilands, 1999, p. 68). As Erica Maggioni (2016) also points out, in 

both “Break of Day in the Trenches” and “Dead Man’s Dump,” the Earth is “tacitly compared 

to a mother, inside whose womb her children return, in a disturbing image which fuses birth 

and death” (p. 60). The metaphor of the ‘Mother Earth’ and the feminine qualities attributed to 

nature raise the issue of other binary oppositions, such as between good and evil, and this not 

only intensifies the paradoxical approaches to nature/culture, but it enhances a view that ap-

points nature as “the scapegoat of the social problems” (Estok, 2009, p. 211) as well. Blamed 

for the wrongdoings of ‘man,’ the scapegoated figures of nature and the ‘Mother Earth’ also 

appear as common themes in other war poems, such as Edith Sitwell’s “A Mother to Her Dead 

Child” (1957). In this poem, since “the dead soldier is regarded as going to his new mother” in 

his burial, the poem has “essentialist undertones” (Yılmaz Karahan, 2020, p. 309). These cliché 

representations, indeed, resemble families that hold the mother responsible for any problematic 

behaviour of the child. In several contemporary ecocritical studies, the metaphor of the ‘Mother 

Earth’ used in early ecofeminist discourses has been problematized from within due to the re-

ductionist attitude it involves. While the more recent posthumanist trends in ecofeminism, es-

pecially critical ecofeminism, have helped its elimination of such essentialism and reduction-

ism, the conventional ‘apartheid’ between nature and culture seen here paves the way for an 

unfurling series of other segregations, hence the criticism.  
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Although such dichotomic views differ from our current understanding of environmental 

thought, I must also admit that, in war poems, it was not purposeless. The two modes of nature 

in English War Poetry as ‘beautiful and unspoilt’ and ‘wrecked by the industrialized warfare’ 

served two goals. First, they provided a diversion from the atrocious realities of war, and sec-

ond, they functioned as cautionary tales or “discursive struggle[s],” as Huriye Reis observes, 

“to stop the war” (2011, p. 324). The return to the pastoral, in Paul Fussell’s words (2000), was 

“an English mode of both fully gauging the calamities of the Great War and imaginatively 

protecting oneself against them” (p. 235). The deliberate use of the pastoral involved the em-

ployment of the English pastoral literary tradition, or it appeared in the form of an allusion to 

“rural localities and objects” (Fussell 2000, p. 235). In this regard, as Fussell also pinpoints, the 

pastoral mode formulated a method of escapism. It conceived “a way of invoking a code to hint 

by antithesis at the indescribable; at the same time, it [was] a comfort in itself, like rum, a deep 

dug-out, or a woolly vest” (Fussell, 2000, p. 235). That mode, evidently, played the role of a 

soothing formula for the troubled minds of wartime. But equating the pastoral with the ecocrit-

ical is an oversimplification.  

Mattertext and Indivisibility of Once the Dichotomic 

The reasons outlined above might perhaps explain why I view such interpolations problematic. 

In most examples of English War Poetry, I argue, the idolization of nature and the elegy on its 

loss did not indicate environmental concerns in a manner that we understand at present, but 

they operated on the human scale only. The underlying irony resonates with what Alan Weis-

man (2012) aptly expressed: “Is it possible that, instead of heaving a huge biological sigh of 

relief, the world without us would miss us?” (p. 5). Rather than displaying a preference of the 

nonhuman well-being over that of the humans, however, in what follows, I suggest what might 

be called a ‘neo-ecocritical approach’ to war poetry. It is in this regard that I find the term 

‘mattertext’ (Ağın, 2020, pp. 382-384) an apt one for my analysis of the poem. 

‘Mattertext’ indicates the indivisibility of matter from text, just like Donna Haraway’s “mate-

rial-semiotic actors” (1991, p. 208) or Karen Barad’s “material-discursive practices” (2007, p. 

167). To explain mattertext, taking Barad’s explorations of how the material and the discursive 

are embedded within one another makes a good starting point. In Meeting the Universe Halfway 

(2007), Barad notes that “the world isn’t naturally broken up into social and scientific realms 

that get made separately,” and she continues: “There isn’t one set of material practices that 

makes science, and another disjunct set that makes social relations; one kind of matter on the 

inside, and another on the outside. The social and the scientific are co-constituted. They are 

made together – but neither is just made up. Rather, they are ongoing, open-ended, entangled 

material practices” (p. 167). This entanglement of the discursive and the material, and the social 

and the scientific is crucial to the coinage of mattertext.  

A second impact on the development of mattertext comes from the compelling arguments by 

Donna Haraway (2003) and Bruno Latour (1993) over the concept of natureculture(s). Both 

Haraway and Latour insist on the indivisibility of nature from culture and have long emphasized 

that these two domains must be considered together. Briefly defined, natureculture(s) is “a syn-

thesis of nature and culture that recognizes their inseparability in ecological relationships that 

are both biophysically and socially formed” (Malone and Ovenden, 2017, p. 1). It is the multiple 

agencies of both nature and culture, not formed as singular entities, but united within a single 

body of enmeshed networks. Invigorated by the idea of natureculture(s) and further advancing 

the concept of ‘storied matter’ by Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann (2014), mattertext 

considers materiality and textuality as inseparable, too. But rather than focusing on the narrative 

agency of all living beings and inorganic things, mattertext views matter and text as always 
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already enmeshed in all living and inorganic bodies; in fact, these bodies themselves, both hu-

man and nonhuman, are sites where matter and text coexist, without the necessary involvement 

of a human observer who would read and interpret a story they tell. 

These thought-provoking arguments by Barad, Haraway, and Latour also recall Margaret 

Price’s use of the concept of ‘bodymind,’ written as a single word, in quite a similar manner to 

Harawayan and Latourian natureculture(s) and mattertext. Price (2015) explains bodymind as 

a set of “mental and physical processes,” which “not only affect each other but also give rise to 

each other” (p. 269). She notes that “because they tend to act as one, even though they are 

conventionally understood as two,” it is more meaningful to “refer to them together, in a single 

term” (p. 269). This conceptualization of bodymind not only helps me better explicate matter-

text as a single entity but also lets us draw parallels between these concepts and war poetry as 

the lived experience of the soldier-poets. It makes more sense when one investigates from this 

perspective the bodily injuries and mental wounds that the soldier-poets suffer. As I have also 

outlined above, thus, natureculture(s), bodymind, and mattertext are the prodigies of the same 

posthumanist projects of interconnectedness, and they present us with the chance to interrogate 

war poems within a new ecocritical dimension. 

Briefly, then, reading war poems in a mattertextual fashion would present us with a broader 

viewpoint. This is because just like material-discursive practices, material-semiotic actors, na-

tureculture(s), and bodymind, mattertext thrives in a way that rebuilds our understanding of 

bodily and textual formations. Take, for example, the famous lines of “Gas! GAS! Quick, 

boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling, / Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time; / But someone still 

was yelling out and stumbling, / And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime . . .” (lines 9-12) in 

“Dulce Et Decorum Est” (1918) by Wilfred Owen. Or take Owen’s letters, or his poetic ex-

change with Siegfried Sassoon at Craiglockhart. Based on these premises, I argue that the toxic 

and mental effects of chlorine as a chemical agent, neurasthenia or shellshock, and the anthro-

pogenic impact of bombturbation on the landscape are inseparable, and they offer the reader a 

narrative entanglement in war poems. In other words, if the suffering bodymind of the soldier-

poet is what makes him hospitalized, and if this hospitalization provides him with further social 

connections to other physically and/or mentally debilitated soldier-poets, and these experiences 

let him pen his perceptions of warfare and its devastating impacts on the landscape, then the 

dynamic relations between the cultural and the natural, the physical and the social, and the 

material and the textual are repercussions visible in his poetry. This brings us to a more con-

temporary ecocritical perception towards what we can make of war poems. 

A Mattertextual Approach to Wilfred Owen’s “Spring Offensive” (1918) 

Returning to my initial statements on solastalgia and ecological grief, the appraisal of nature or 

the mourning of its loss, as I have mentioned above, reiterates a binary opposition in war poems. 

These representations imply some traces of solastalgia, defined as a type of “distress that is 

produced by environmental change impacting on people while they are directly connected to 

their home environment” (Albrecht et al., 2007, p. 95). The feelings evoked by war poetry of 

World War I, therefore, echo a kind of ecological grief, calling to mind Aldo Leopold’s famous 

words in his seminal A Sand County Almanac: “One of the penalties of an ecological education 

is to live alone in a world of wounds” (1949). It is possible to find elements from those wounds 

in Wilfred Owen’s anti-war poems, especially in “Spring Offensive” (1918). But these wounds 

refer to more than the bodymind. 

To broadly connect my previous arguments to Owen’s poetry, I must note here that when one 

considers Owen’s poem from a posthumanist angle, then the mattertextuality of “Spring Offen-
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sive” becomes more crystallized. The long-term anthropogenic impacts related to the toxic in-

trusions of the war into the earth, as expressed by Owen’s poem, display the intertwined rela-

tions between matter and text, coercing them together in the human experiences of warfare and 

environmental cataclysm. The poem, I suggest, strongly helped shape our understanding of war 

as an anthropogenic agent of change, triggering landscape disturbances in human and nonhu-

man bodily forms. Acknowledging the expressive powers that reside in the lively, agentic mat-

ter, I argue that many of Owen’s poems explicate the intricate relations between human and 

nonhuman bodies, varying from animals and plants to gaseous forms and toxic agents. It is in 

this regard that they showcase mattertext, and following this thread, “Spring Offensive” is an 

embodiment of this term. I believe that this poem accomplishes more than many of its contem-

poraries for several reasons as outlined below. Therefore, my analysis of the poem is not a full 

literary reading of it in the conventional way, nor does it provide a close reading, but it rather 

employs the poem as a concise sample of mattertextual operatives.  

To begin, this poem does not only indicate human injuries at the battlefield, nor does it resort 

to reducing the function of nature only to a motherly figure ruined at the hands of (in)human(e) 

war games. Instead, it exhibits an entangled mesh of the human combatants and nature, showing 

an interplay between the coalescent agencies of the network that intertwines the human and the 

nonhuman. In my opinion, therefore, this poem did not simply function to remedy the unbear-

able experiences of shellshock, or to borrow Jennifer Breen’s phrase, “many kinds of neurotic 

terror or abhorrence of warfare” (2014, p. 11). Instead, it helped gain consciousness over quite 

a neglected term, bombturbation, playing a major role in the acknowledgement of warfare as 

“a powerful agent of landscape change” (Hupy, 2008, p. 405). Deriving most of their energy 

from Owen’s battlefield memories of when under chlorine attack and from his neurasthenic 

treatment days at Craiglockhart, Owen’s poems reflect a different type of environmental con-

sciousness that is rich with mattertextual qualities that bind the mental, physical, and environ-

mental effects of war within the body of literature. Therefore, “Spring Offensive,” his last com-

plete poem, can be read as many things at once, like a memoir of war, like a philosophical 

questioning of the meaning of life and the poet-soldier’s position in it, or like the interrogations 

over the futility of war, but most importantly for the purposes of this article, one can easily 

contend that it best exemplifies such mattertextual qualities. 

What attracts the attention of the reader further in this poem is Owen’s lexical preference in it. 

“Spring Offensive” as a memoir and the rich vocabulary Owen prefers in this poem offer a 

literary illustration of mattertext, bringing together such powerful imagery as plants, insects, 

the air, chemical agents, and various components of human biology, especially in the lines that 

read 

Marvelling they stood, and watched the long grass swirled 

By the May breeze, murmurous with wasp and midge, 

For though the summer oozed into their veins 

Like the injected drug for their bones’ pains, 

Sharp on their souls hung the imminent line of grass, 

Fearfully flashed the sky’s mysterious glass. (lines 8-13) 

In these lines, the poet juxtaposes arboreal bodies, Arthropoda, pharmaceuticals, and ostealgia, 

exemplifying “a new materialist and posthumanist sense of the human as perpetually intercon-

nected with the flows of substances and the agencies of environments” (Alaimo, 2014, p. 187). 
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The simile that is used to liken the “injected drug for their bones’ pains” to the “the summer 

oozed into their veins” interestingly integrates all agentic environments from human body to 

seasons, and from suffering to medical cure. The proximity between the vegetative, the insec-

tile, the seasonal, the geographical, and the humanly features recalls the profound interconnec-

tions between all forms of life and their intricate relations with abiotic matter, which in this case 

is exemplified by drugs. The physical environment exists here not as a surrounding exterior 

landscape, but it rather discloses how the human is only one of the modules that compose the 

grid of life. These lines altogether help envisage the web-like relations between all human, 

animal, and vegetal systems, along with chemical agents, reverberating the elaborate networks 

that Marianna Szczygielska and Olga Cielemęcka (2019) pinpoint. Szczygielska and 

Cielemęcka, when they argue that plants are more than our attributed meanings to them, right-

fully observe how vegetal bodies extend their agencies beyond the ways we socially construct 

our relationships with them. They contend, within what is called “posthuman ecologies” (Ağın 

Dönmez, 2015), that plants and humans “are entangled with a long history of colonial scientific 

expeditions, imperialism, economic extraction, capitalist accumulation, globalization, and cul-

tural appropriation that form the invisible roots which ground and anchor popular decorative 

houseplants in our spaces” (Szczygielska and Cielemęcka, 2019, p. 2). Following a similar but 

more comprehensive thread, Owen’s “Spring Offensive” also incorporates other agentic forces 

into the equation, demonstrating mattertextual elements that meld the military policies, human 

suffering, and battle scenes within a poetic body.  

The stanza that opens with the line “So, soon they topped the hill, and raced together” (line 28) 

also plays a similar tune. Owen writes: 

Over an open stretch of herb and heather 

Exposed. And instantly the whole sky burned 

With fury against them; and soft sudden cups 

Opened in thousands for their blood; and the green slopes 

Chasmed and steepened sheer to infinite space. (lines 29-33) 

The word choice in these lines is also significant. It is unclear whether the marching soldiers or 

the “open stretch of herb and heather” are “exposed” to the sky burning with “fury,” and there-

fore, again, the human-vegetal relations become entwined, in not only naturecultural but also 

mattertextual senses. The imagery of grass and blood fused together indicate how the human 

and nonhuman bodies are interacting with one another. While the pre-war summer described as 

“warm and sunny, eminently pastoral” (Fussell, 2000, p. 231) still retains its presence by the 

climatic effects of what returned to become warm spring days, the reader can feel the heat 

produced by the battle as the sky is burning. The broad nature of these lines, in the sense that 

they encompass both the human and the vegetal together, calls to mind when Sven Birkerts 

wished for a more comprehensive environmental outlook in ecocriticism. In his review of The 

Ecocriticism Reader (1996), Birkerts critically complained about the “programmatic simplic-

ity” imposed on ecocriticism because the movement’s scholars were mainly interested in nature 

and its preservation. He famously pleaded: “How much more interesting and controversial 

would be an ecocriticism pledging itself to the more inclusive idea of ‘environment’” (1996). 

Now, rather than analyzing Owen’s “Spring Offensive” as a war poem which foregrounds na-

ture and pens an elegiac ballad about the destruction of ‘mother nature,’ if we read it via a 
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posthumanist ecocritical lens, we can understand what Birkerts means better. From this per-

spective, the poem reveals itself as a mattertextual magnifier that facilitates our scrutiny of the 

interwoven links between bodies, both human and nonhuman.  

Final Remarks: The Impact of Human-Nature Entanglement on Literary Scholarship 

Considering my arguments above, what matters most in our literary scholarship is the environ-

mentally oriented paradigm shift that we witnessed in the past decade or so. Acknowledging 

the difference between doing a close reading of poetry written in pastoral mode and applying 

ecocritical theory to poetic analysis is crucial for literary scholars to embrace this paradigm 

shift. Viewing nature as a surrounding exterior is a thing of the past as we have come to realize 

our mistake in seeing it this way. The principle of interconnectedness lies not only in the whole 

body but also in every component of this planet and has its reflections on the way the world 

operates its own dynamics, be it with us humans or without us. Therefore, understanding eco-

criticism within this framework carries utmost importance in order not to repeat our erratic 

patterns of destructive behaviour towards nature, of which we are only a part. If we want to take 

literary scholarship to a whole new level, then we need to be aware of our roles in this new, 

dynamic model of the planet that we have just been able to realize. 
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